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1Rogers




THIS MAN ROGERS happened upon me and introduced himself at the town of ———, in the South of England, where I stayed awhile. His stepfather had married a distant relative of mine who was afterward hanged; and so he seemed to think a blood relationship existed between us. He came in every day and sat down and talked. Of all the bland, serene human curiosities I ever saw, I think he was the chiefest. He desired to look at my new chimney-pot hat. I was very willing, for I thought he would notice the name of the great Oxford Street hatter in it, and respect me accordingly. But he turned it about with a sort of grave compassion, pointed out two or three blemishes, and said that I, being so recently arrived, could not be expected to know where to supply myself. Said he would send me the address of his hatter. Then he said, “Pardon me,” and proceeded to cut a neat circle of red tissue paper; daintily notched the edges of it; took the mucilage and pasted it in my hat so as to cover the manufacturer’s name. He said, “No one will know now where you got it. I will send you a hat-tip of my hatter, and you can paste it over this tissue circle.” It was the calmest, coolest thing– I never admired a man so much in my life. Mind, he did this while his own hat sat offensively near our noses, on the table– an ancient extinguisher of the “slouch” pattern, limp and shapeless with age, discolored by vicissitudes of the weather, and banded by an equator of bear’s grease that had stewed through.


Another time he examined my coat. I had no terrors, for over my tailor’s door was the legend, “By Special Appointment Tailor to H. R. H. the Prince of Wales,” etc. I did not know at the time that the most of the tailor shops had the same sign out, and that whereas it takes nine tailors to make an ordinary man, it takes a hundred and fifty to make a prince. He was full of compassion for my coat. Wrote down the address of his tailor for me. Did not tell me to mention my nom de plume and the tailor would put his best work on my garment, as complimentary people sometimes do, but said his tailor would hardly trouble himself for an unknown person (unknown person, when I thought I was so celebrated in England!– that was the cruelest cut), but cautioned me to mention his name, and it would be all right. Thinking to be facetious, I said:


“But he might sit up all night and injure his health.”


“Well, let him,” said Rogers; “I’ve done enough for him, for him to show some appreciation of it.”


I might as well have tried to disconcert a mummy with my facetiousness. Said Rogers: “I get all my coats there– they’re the only coats fit to be seen in.”


I made one more attempt. I said, “I wish you had brought one with you– I would like to look at it.”


“Bless your heart, haven’t I got one on?– this article is Morgan’s make.”


I examined it. The coat had been bought ready-made, of a Chatham Street Jew, without any question– about 1848. It probably cost four dollars when it was new. It was ripped, it was frayed, it was napless and greasy. I could not resist showing him where it was ripped. It so affected him that I was almost sorry I had done it. First he seemed plunged into a bottomless abyss of grief. Then he roused himself, made a feint with his hands as if waving off the pity of a nation, and said– with what seemed to me a manufactured emotion– “No matter; no matter; don’t mind me; do not bother about it. I can get another.”


I prayed heaven he would not get another, like that.


When he was thoroughly restored, so that he could examine the rip and command his feelings, he said, ah, now he understood it– his servant must have done it while dressing him that morning.


His servant! There was something awe-inspiring in effrontery like this.


Nearly every day he interested himself in some article of my clothing. One would hardly have expected this sort of infatuation in a man who always wore the same suit, and it a suit that seemed coeval with the Conquest.


It was an unworthy ambition, perhaps, but I did wish I could make this man admire something about me or something I did– you would have felt the same way. I saw my opportunity: I was about to return to London, and had “listed” my soiled linen for the wash. It made quite an imposing mountain in the corner of the room– fifty-four pieces. I hoped he would fancy it was the accumulation of a single week. I took up the wash-list, as if to see that it was all right, and then tossed it on the table, with pretended forgetfulness. Sure enough, he took it up and ran his eye along down to the grand total. Then he said, “You get off easy,” and laid it down again.


His gloves were the saddest ruin, but he told me where I could get some like them. His shoes would hardly hold walnuts without leaking, but he liked to put his feet up on the mantelpiece and contemplate them. He wore a dim glass breastpin, which he called a “morphylitic diamond”– whatever that may mean– and said only two of them had ever been found– the Emperor of China had the other one.


Afterward, in London, it was a pleasure to me to see this fantastic vagabond come marching into the lobby of the hotel in his grand-ducal way, for he always had some new imaginary grandeur to develop– there was nothing stale about him but his clothes. If he addressed me when strangers were about, he always raised his voice a little and called me “Sir Richard,” or “General,” or “Your Lordship”– and when people began to stare and look deferential, he would fall to inquiring in a casual way why I disappointed the Duke of Argyll the night before; and then remind me of our engagement at the Duke of Westminster’s for the following day. I think that for the time being these things were realities to him. He once came and invited me to go with him and spend the evening with the Earl of Warwick at his town house. I said I had received no formal invitation. He said that that was of no consequence, the Earl had no formalities for him or his friends. I asked if I could go just as I was. He said no, that would hardly do; evening dress was requisite at night in any gentleman’s house. He said he would wait while I dressed, and then we would go to his apartments and I could take a bottle of champagne and a cigar while he dressed. I was very willing to see how this enterprise would turn out, so I dressed, and we started to his lodgings. He said if I didn’t mind we would walk. So we tramped some four miles through the mud and fog, and finally found his “apartments”; they consisted of a single room over a barber’s shop in a back street. Two chairs, a small table, an ancient valise, a wash-basin and pitcher (both on the floor in a corner), an unmade bed, a fragment of a looking-glass, and a flower-pot, with a perishing little rose geranium in it, which he called a century plant, and said it had not bloomed now for upward of two centuries– given to him by the late Lord Palmerston (been offered a prodigious sum for it)– these were the contents of the room. Also a brass candlestick and a part of a candle. Rogers lit the candle, and told me to sit down and make myself at home. He said he hoped I was thirsty, because he would surprise my palate with an article of champagne that seldom got into a commoner’s system; or would I prefer sherry, or port? Said he had port in bottles that were swathed in stratified cobwebs, every stratum representing a generation. And as for his cigars– well, I should judge of them myself. Then he put his head out at the door and called:


“Sackville!” No answer.


“Hi!– Sackville!” No answer.


“Now what the devil can have become of that butler? I Never allow a servant to– Oh, confound that idiot, he’s got the keys. Can’t get into the other rooms without the keys.”


(I was just wondering at his intrepidity in still keeping up the delusion of the champagne, and trying to imagine how he was going to get out of the difficulty.)


Now he stopped calling Sackville and began to call “Anglesy.” But Anglesy didn’t come. He said, “This is the second time that that equerry has been absent without leave. Tomorrow I’ll discharge him.” Now he began to whoop for “Thomas,” but Thomas didn’t answer. Then for “Theodore,” but no Theodore replied.


“Well, I give it up,” said Rogers. “The servants never expect me at this hour, and so they’re all off on a lark. Might get along without the equerry and the page, but can’t have any wine or cigars without the butler, and can’t dress without my valet.”


I offered to help him dress, but he would not hear of it; and besides, he said he would not feel comfortable unless dressed by a practiced hand. However, he finally concluded that he was such old friends with the Earl that it would not make any difference how he was dressed. So we took a cab, he gave the driver some directions, and we started. By and by we stopped before a large house and got out. I never had seen this man with a collar on. He now stepped under a lamp and got a venerable paper collar out of his coat pocket, along with a hoary cravat, and put them on. He ascended the stoop, and entered. Presently he reappeared, descended rapidly, and said:


“Come– quick!”


We hurried away, and turned the corner.


“Now we’re safe,” he said, and took off his collar and cravat and returned them to his pocket.


“Made a mighty narrow escape,” said he.


“How?” said I.


“B’ George, the Countess was there!”


“Well, what of that?– don’t she know you?”


“Know me? Absolutely worships me. I just did happen to catch a glimpse of her before she saw me– and out I shot. Haven’t seen her for two months– to rush in on her without any warning might have been fatal. She could not have stood it. I didn’t know she was in town– thought she was at the castle. Let me lean on you– just a moment– there; now I am better– thank you; thank you ever so much. Lord bless me, what an escape!”


So I never got to call on the Earl, after all. But I marked the house for future reference. It proved to be an ordinary family hotel, with about a thousand plebeians roosting in it.


In most things Rogers was by no means a fool. In some things it was plain enough that he was a fool, but he certainly did not know it. He was in the “deadest” earnest in these matters. He died at sea, last summer, as the “Earl of Ramsgate.”







2A Memorable Midnight Experience




“COME ALONG– and hurry. Few people have got originality enough to think of the expedition I have been planning, and still fewer could carry it out, maybe, even if they did think of it. Hurry, now. Cab at the door.”


It was past eleven o’clock, and I was just going to bed. But this friend of mine was as reliable as he was eccentric, and so there was not a doubt in my mind that his “expedition” had merit in it. I put on my coat and boots again, and we drove away.


“Where is it? Where are we going?”


“Don’t worry. You’ll see.”


He was not inclined to talk. So I thought this must be a weighty matter. My curiosity grew with the minutes, but I kept it manfully under the surface. I watched the lamps, the signs, the numbers, as we thundered down the long streets, but it was of no use– I am always lost in London, day or night. It was very chilly– almost bleak. People leaned against the gusty blasts as if it were the dead of winter. The crowds grew thinner and thinner, and the noises waxed faint and seemed far away. The sky was overcast and threatening. We drove on, and still on, till I wondered if we were ever going to stop. At last we passed by a spacious bridge and a vast building with a lighted clock-tower, and presently entered a gate-way, passed through a sort of tunnel and stopped in a court surrounded by the black outlines of a great edifice. Then we alighted, walked a dozen steps or so, and waited. In a little while footsteps were heard, and a man emerged from the darkness and we dropped into his wake without saying anything. He led us under an archway of masonry and from that into a roomy tunnel, through a tall iron gate, which he locked behind us. We followed him down this tunnel, guided more by his footsteps on the stone flagging than by anything we could very distinctly see. At the end of it we came to another iron gate, and our conductor stopped there and lighted a little bull’s-eye lantern. Then he unlocked the gate– and I wished he had oiled it first, it grated so dismally. The gate swung open and we stood on the threshold of what seemed a limitless domed and pillared cavern carved out of the solid darkness. The conductor and my friend took off their hats reverently, and I did likewise. Thus for the moment, that we stood there, there was not a sound; and the silence seemed to add to the solemnity of the gloom. I looked my inquiry. He answered:


“It is the tomb of the great dead of England– WESTMINSTER ABBEY!”


!


(One cannot express a start– in words.) Down among the columns– ever so far away, it seemed– a light revealed itself like a star, and a voice came echoing through the spacious emptiness:


“Who goes there?”


“Wright!”


The star disappeared and the footsteps that accompanied it clanked out of hearing in the distance. Mr. Wright held up his lantern, and the vague vastness took something of form to itself– the stately columns developed stronger outlines, and a dim pallor here and there marked the places of lofty windows. We were among the tombs; and on every hand dull shapes of men, sitting, standing, or stooping, inspected us curiously out of the darkness– reaching out their hands toward us– some appealing, some beckoning, some warning us away. Effigies, they were– statues over the graves; but they looked human and natural in the murky shadows. Now a little half-grown black and white cat squeezed herself through the bars of the iron gate and came purring lovingly about us, unawed by the time or the place– unimpressed by the marble pomp that sepulchers a line of mighty dead that ends with a great author of yesterday and began with a sceptered monarch away back in the dawn of history more than twelve hundred years ago. And she followed us about and never left us while we pursued our work. We wandered hither and thither, uncovered, speaking in low voices, and stepping softly by instinct, for any little noise rang and echoed there in a way to make one shudder. Mr. Wright flashed his lantern first upon this object and then upon that, and kept up a running commentary that showed that there was nothing about the venerable Abbey that was trivial in his eyes or void of interest. He is a man in authority, being superintendent of the works, and his daily business keeps him familiar with every nook and corner of the great pile. Casting a luminous ray, now here, now yonder, he would say:


“Observe the height of the Abbey– one hundred and three feet to the base of the roof– I measured it myself the other day. Notice the base of this column– old, very old– hundreds and hundreds of years; and how well they knew how to build in those old days! Notice it– every stone is laid horizontally– that is to say, just as nature laid it originally in the quarry– not set up edgewise; in our day some people set them on edge and then wonder why they split and flake. Architects cannot teach nature anything. Let me remove this matting– it is put there to preserve the pavement; now there is a bit of pavement that is seven hundred years old; you can see by these scattering clusters of colored mosaics how beautiful it was before time and sacrilegious idlers marred it. Now there, in the border, was an inscription, once; see, follow the circle– you can trace it by the ornaments that have been pulled out– here is an A, and there is an O, and yonder another A– all beautiful old English capitals– there is no telling what the inscription was– no record left, now. Now move along in this direction, of you please. Yonder is where old King Sebert, the Saxon, lies– his monument is the oldest one in the Abbey; Sebert died in six hundred and sixteen, and that’s as much as twelve hundred and fifty years ago– think of it I– twelve hundred and fifty years. Now yonder is the last one– Charles Dickens– there on the floor, with the brass letters on the slab– and to this day the people come and put flowers on it. Why, along at first they almost had to cart the flowers out, there were so many. Could not leave them there, you know, because it’s where everybody walks– and a body wouldn’t want them trampled on, anyway. All this place about here now, is the Poet’s Corner. There is Garrick’s monument; and Addison’s, and Thackeray’s bust– and Macaulay lies there. And here, close to Dickens and Garrick, lie Sheridan and Dr. Johnson– and here is old Parr– Thomas Parr– you can read the inscription:



“Tho: Par of Y County of Sallop Borne A :1483. He Lived in Y Reignes of Ten Princes, viz: K. Edw.4. K. Ed. 5. K. Rich 3. K. Hen. 7. K. Hen. 8. Edw. 6. QVV Ma. Q. Eliz. K. IA. and K. Charles, Aged 152 Yeares, And Was Buryed Here Novemb. 15. 1635.




“Very old man indeed, and saw a deal of life– come off the grave, Kitty, poor thing, she keeps the rats away from the office, and there’s no harm in her– her and her mother. And here– this is Shakespeare’s statue– learning on his elbow and pointing with his finger at the lines on the scroll:



‘The cloud-cap’t towers, the gorgeous palaces,


The solemn temples, the great globe itself,


Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,


And like the baseless fabric of a vision,


Leave not a wreck behind.’




“That stone there covers Campbell the poet. Here are names you know pretty well– Milton, and Gray who wrote the ‘Elegy,’ and Butler who wrote ‘Hudibras,’ and Edmund Spenser, and Ben Jonson– there are three tablets to him scattered about this Abbey, and all got ‘O Rare Ben Jonson’ cut on them– you were standing on one of them just now– he is buried standing up. There used to be a tradition here that explains it. The story goes that he did not dare ask to be buried in the Abbey, so he asked King James if he would make him a present of eighteen inches of English ground, and the King said yes, and asked him where he would have it, and he said in Westminster Abbey. Well, the King wouldn’t go back on his world, so there he is, sure enough– stood up on end! Years ago, in Dean Buckland’s time– before my day– they were digging a grave close to Jonson, and they uncovered him and his head fell off. Toward night the clerk of the works hid the head to keep it from being stolen, as the ground was to remain open till next day. Presently the dean’s son came along, and he found a head, and hid it away for Jonson’s. And by and by along came a stranger, and he found a head, too, and walked off with it under his cloak, and a month or so afterward he was heard to boast that he had Ben Jonson’s head. Then there was a deal of correspondence about it in the Times, and everybody distressed. But Mr. Frank Buckland came out and comforted everybody by telling how he saved the true head, and so the stranger must have got one that wasn’t of any consequence. And then up speaks the clerk of the works, and tells how he saved the right head, and so Dean Buckland must have got a wrong one. Well, it was all settled satisfactorily at last, because the clerk of the works proved his head. And then I believe they got that head from the stranger– so now we’ve got three. But it shows you what regiments of people you are walking over– been collecting here for twelve hundred years,– in some places no doubt the bones are fairly matted together.


“And here are some unfortunates. Under this place lies Annie, Queen of Richard III and daughter of the King-maker, the great Earl of Warwick– murdered she was– poisoned by her husband. And here is a slab which you see has once had the figure of a man in armor on it in brass or copper, let into the stone. You can see the shape of it– but it is all worn away now, by people’s feet– the man has been dead five hundred years that lies under it. He was a Knight in Richard II’s time. His enemies pressed him close and he fled and took sanctuary here in the Abbey. Generally a man was safe when he took sanctuary in those days, but this man was not. The Captain of the Tower and a band of men pursued him and his friends, and they had a bloody fight here on this floor; but this poor fellow did not stand much of a chance, and they butchered him right before the altar.”


We wandered over to another part of the Abbey, and came to a place where the pavement was being repaired. Every paving stone has an inscription on it and covers a grave. Mr. Wright continued:


“Now you are standing on William Pitt’s grave– you can read the name, though it is a good deal worn– and you, sir, are standing on the grave of Charles James Fox. I found a very good place here the other day– nobody suspected it– been curiously overlooked somehow– but it is a very nice place indeed, and very comfortable” (holding his bull’s-eye to the pavement and searching around)– “Ah, here it is– this is the stone– nothing under here– nothing at all– a very nice place indeed– very comfortable.”


Mr. Wright spoke in a professional way, of course, and after the manner of a man who takes an interest in his business, and is gratified at any piece of good luck that fortune favors him with; and yet with all that silence and gloom and solemnity around us, there was something about his idea of a nice comfortable place that made the cold chills creep up my back. Presently we began to come upon little chamber-like chapels, with solemn figures ranged around the sides, lying apparently asleep, in sumptuous marble alcoves, with their hands placed together above their breasts– the figures and all their surroundings black with age. Some were dukes and earls, some were kings and queens, some were ancient abbots, whose effigies had lain there so many centuries and suffered such disfigurement that their faces were almost as smooth, and as featureless as the stony pillows their heads reposed upon. At one time, while I stood looking at a distant part of the pavements, admiring the delicate tracery which the now flooding moonlight was casting upon it through a lofty window, the party moved on and I lost them. The first step I made in the dark, holding my hands before me, as one does under such circumstances, I touched a cold object, and stopped to feel its shape. I made out a thumb, and then delicate fingers. It was the clasped, appealing hands of one of those reposing images– a lady, a queen. I touched the face– by accident, not design– and shuddered inwardly, if not outwardly; and then something rubbed against my leg, and I shuddered outwardly and inwardly both. It was the cat. The friendly creature meant well, but as the English say, she gave me “such a turn.” I took her in my arms for company and wandered among the grim sleepers till I caught the glimmer of the lantern again, and then put her down. Presently, in a little chapel, we were looking at the sarcophagus, let into the wall, which contains the bones of the infant princes who were smothered in the Tower. Behind us was the stately monument of Queen Elizabeth, with her effigy dressed in the royal robes, lying as if at rest. When we turned around, the cat, with stupendous simplicity, was coiled up and sound asleep upon the feet of the Great Queen! Truly this was reaching far toward the millennium, when the lion and the lamb shall lie down together. The murderer of Mary and Essex, the conqueror of the Armada, the imperious ruler of a turbulent empire, become a couch, at last, for a tired kitten! It was the most eloquent sermon upon the vanity of human pride and human grandeur that inspired Westminster preached to us that night.


We would have turned puss out of the Abbey, but for the fact that her small body made light of railed gates, and she would have come straight back again. We walked up a flight of half a dozen steps, and stopping upon a pavement laid down in twelve hundred and sixty, stood in the core of English history, as it were– upon the holiest ground in the British Empire, if profusion of kingly bones and kingly names of old renown make holy ground. For here in this little space were the ashes, the monuments and the gilded effigies of ten of the most illustrious personages who have worn crowns and borne scepters in this realm. This royal dust was the slow accumulation of four hundred years. The latest comer entered into his rest four hundred years ago, and since the earliest was sepulchered, more than eight centuries have drifted by. Edward the Confessor, Henry the Fifth, Edward the First, Edward the Third, Richard the Second, Henry the Third, the queens Eleanor and Philippa– it was like bringing the colossal myths of history out of the forgotten ages and speaking to them face to face. The gilded effigies were scarcely marred– the faces were comely and majestic; old Edward the First looked the King– one had no impulse to be familiar with him. While we were contemplating the figure of Queen Eleanor lying in state, and calling to mind how like an ordinary human being the great King mourned for her six hundred years ago, we saw the vast illuminated clock-face of Parliament-House tower glowering at us through a window of the Abbey and pointing with both hands to midnight. It was a derisive reminder that we were a part of this present sordid, plodding, commonplace time, and not august relics of a by-gone age and the comrades of kings– and then the booming of the great bell tolled twelve, and with the last stroke the mocking clock-face vanished in sudden darkness and left us with the past and its grandeurs again.


We descended, and entered the nave of the noble chapel of Henry VII. Mr. Wright said:


“Here is where the order of knighthood was conferred for centuries; the candidates sat in these seats; these brasses bear their coats of arms; these are their banners over head; torn and dusty, poor old things, for they have hung there many and many a long year. In the floor you see inscriptions– kings and queens that lie in the vault below. When this vault was opened in our time they found them lying there in beautiful order– all quiet and comfortable– the red velvet on the coffins hardly faded any. And the bodies were sound– I saw them myself. They were embalmed, and looked natural, although they had been there such an awful time. One of them, though, was in bad condition– he burst open and fell out on the floor– just a mess of stuff that looked like pitch, as you may say. Now in this place here, which is called the Chantry, is a curious old group of statuary– the figures are mourning over George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, who was assassinated by Felton in Charles I’s time. Yonder, Cromwell and his family used to lie. Now we come to the south aisle, and this is the grand monument to Mary, Queen of Scots, and her effigy– you easily see they get all the portraits from this effigy. Here in the wall of the aisle is a bit of a curiosity pretty roughly carved:



Wm. WEST

TOOME SHOWER

1698




“‘William West, tomb-shower, 1698.’ That fellow carved his name around in several places in the Abbey.”


This was a sort of revelation to me. I had been wandering through the Abbey never imagining but that its shows were created only for us– the people of the nineteenth century. But here is a man (become a show himself, now, and a curiosity,) to whom all these things were sights and wonders a hundred and seventy-five years ago. When curious idlers from the country and from foreign lands came here to look, he showed them old Sebert’s tomb, and those of the other old worthies I have been speaking of, and called them ancient and venerable; and he showed them Charles II’s tomb as the newest and latest thing he had; and he was doubtless present at the funeral. Three hundred years before his time some ancestor of his, perchance, used to point out the ancient marvels in the immemorial way and then say, “This, gentlemen, is the tomb of his late Majesty Edward the Third– and I wish I could see him alive and hearty again, as I saw him twenty years ago; yonder is the tomb of Sebert the Saxon King– he has been lying there well on to eight hundred years, they say.” And three hundred years before this party, Westminster was still a show, and Edward the Confessor’s grave was a novelty of some thirty years’ standing– but old “Sebert” was hoary and ancient still, and people who spoke of Alfred the Great as a comparatively recent man, pondered over Sebert’s grave and tried to take in all the tremendous meaning of it when the “toome-shower” said, “This man has lain here well nigh five hundred years.” It does seem as if all the generations that have lived and died since the world was created, have visited Westminster to stare and wonder– and still found ancient things there. And some day a curiously clad company may arrive here in a balloon-ship from some remote corner of the globe, and as they follow the verger among the monuments they may hear him say: “This is the tomb of Victoria the Good Queen; battered and uncouth as it looks, it once was a wonder of magnificence– but twelve hundred years work a deal of damage to these things!”


As we turned toward the door, the moonlight was beaming in at the windows; and it gave to the sacred place such an air of restfulness and peace, that Westminster was no longer a grisly museum of moldering vanities, but her better and worthier self– the deathless mentor of a great nation, the guide and encourager of right ambitions, the preserver of fame, and the home and refuge for the nation’s best and bravest when their work is done.







3Property in Opulent London




T HE “CITY” OF LONDON is a mere village, right in the heart of a vast wilderness of houses– like a central square of a chessboard; and as the hordes that inhabit it daily dwell miles away on the outskirts, it has a ridiculously small population in the night compared to what it has in the day time– 800,000 in the day and 50,000 at night.


Anybody, a mechanic, or anybody else, who rents or owns a house, has a vote– that is to say, a man who pays rates, or taxes– for there is no law here which gives a useless idler the privilege of disposing of public moneys furnished by other people. The “City” has its own police, and its own government. The rest of the metropolis is composed of a great hive of once separate villages which still retain their own names (as Charing, Holborn, &c.), but they are welded together into a compact mass of houses now, and no stranger can tell when he passes out of one of these towns and into another.


The estates of the nobility are strictly entailed, and cannot be alienated from the family. The town property which these great landlords own, is leased for long terms– from half a century up to ninety-nine years (in Scotland nine hundred and ninety-nine years.) I was visiting a house in the West End,– the quarter where dwelling house property is the most valuable. My host said he bought the lease of the house he was living in (a three-story brick, with basement,) twenty years ago, for $7,500, when it had forty-one and a quarter years to run. Every year he has to pay $150 ground rent. But in these days property has so greatly advanced in value all over London, and especially at the West End, that if this lease were for sale now it would require something like a fortune to buy it– and the ground rent would be placed at about, $1,000 a year instead of the $150 the present owner will go on paying for the next twenty years. The property belongs to the Duke of Bedford, and when be reflects upon what that property will have soared to, ten or fifteen years from now, and still paying him only the trifle of $150 a year, he probably wants to go and dig up his late ancestor and shake him.


This house was one of seventy-five just like it that surround a beautiful square containing two or three acres of ground– ornamental grounds, large old trees, broad, clean-shaven grass-plots, kept scrupulously swept free from twigs, fallen leaves, and all other eye-sores. His grace the Duke owns all those seventy-five houses, and he owns the ornamental square in the midst, also. To each house he leaves a key that will open any of the numerous gates (there is iron railing all around) to the square and nobody can get in these but the occupants of the seventy-five houses and such persons as they choose to invite. They do a deal of croquet. The seventy-five pay a small sum yearly to keep the square in repair.


It was a pleasant day, and we walked along down the street. Every time we crossed a new street, my host said,


“This property belongs to the Duke of Bedford also– all these stately blocks of buildings– both sides of the street.”


By and by we came to another ornamental square,– like the other– and surrounded by large dwellings.


“Who owns this square and these houses?”


“The Duke of Bedford.”


We turned and walked about a half-mile in another direction. Still the same. All the way it was, “This all belongs to the Duke of Bedford: this ornamental square is his; all down these radiating streets is his; this is the statue of the late Duke, all the smoky statues we have seen represent Dukes of the line, of former generations. We are all pretty well tired out by this time, else we might go on till we could show you the great Covent Garden Market– one of the sights of London.”


“Who owns it?”


“The Duke of Bedford.”


“I suspected as much. Does he own the property around it?”


“He does.”


“Does he own any in the country?”


“Whole counties.”


I took a cab and drove about seventeen miles, or such a matter, to my hotel. No candles in my room– no water– no towels. I said to the landlord. “I have a very serious notion of complaining to the Duke of Bedford about the way you keep this hotel.”


He said, “What has he got to do with it?”


I said, “He probably has a good deal to do with it– I suppose he owns it.”


“Well, he don’t do anything of the kind– I own it myself.”


The item was worth something, any way– and so I entered it in my diary:


“London is owned by the Duke of Bedford and a one-horse hotel keeper.”


But I found afterward that the Duke of Portland, the Marquis of Westminster and other noblemen, own as largely here as Bedford does. Indeed, Westminster is much the richest peer in England– perhaps the richest man in the world. His income is some $12,000 a day, counting Sundays. But, what it will be next year or the year after baffles arithmetic– for the old cheap leases and ground rents are constantly running out and the property being let at more than quadruple prices. The Duke of Portland owns the huge piece of ground on which the British Museum stands.


It is no hardship here to own real estate, for the taxes on it are trifling– as it also is on foreign wines and other luxuries which only the well-to-do indulge in. The revenues come from taxes on the manifold things which Tom, Dick and Harry of the great middle and working classes have got to have and cannot do without. That is neither just nor generous.







4A True Story


Repeated Word for Word as I Heard It




IT WAS SUMMER-TIME, and twilight. We were sitting on the porch of the farmhouse, on the summit of the hill, and “Aunt Rachel” was sitting respectfully below our level, on the steps-for she was our servant, and colored. She was of mighty frame and stature; she was sixty years old, but her eye was undimmed and her strength unabated. She was a cheerful, hearty soul, and it was no more trouble for her to laugh than it is for a bird to sing. She was under fire now, as usual when the day was done. That is to say, she was being chaffed without mercy, and was enjoying it. She would let off peal after of laughter, and then sit with her face in her hands and shake with throes of enjoyment which she could no longer get breath enough to express. It such a moment as this a thought occurred to me, and I said:


“Aunt Rachel, how is it that you’ve lived sixty years and never had any trouble?”


She stopped quaking. She paused, and there was moment of silence. She turned her face over her shoulder toward me, and said, without even a smile her voice:


“Misto C———, is you in ’arnest?”


It surprised me a good deal; and it sobered my manner and my speech, too. I said:


“Why, I thought– that is, I meant– why, you can’t have had any trouble. I’ve never heard you sigh, and never seen your eye when there wasn’t a laugh in it.”


She faced fairly around now, and was full earnestness.


“Has I had any trouble? Misto C———, I’s gwyne to tell you, den I leave it to you. I was bawn down ’mongst de slaves; I knows all ’bout slavery, ’case I ben one of ’em my own se’f. Well sah, my ole man– dat’s my husban’– he was lovin’ an’ kind to me, jist as kind as you is to yo’ own wife. An’ we had chil’en– seven chil’en– an’ loved dem chil’en jist de same as you loves yo’ chil’en. Dey was black, but de Lord can’t make chil’en so black but what dey mother loves ’em an’ wouldn’t give ’em up, no, not for anything dat’s in dis whole world.


“Well, sah, I was raised in ole Fo’ginny, but mother she was raised in Maryland; an’ my souls! she was turrible when she’d git started! My lan! but she’d make de fur fly! When she’d git into dem tantrums, she always had one word dat she said. She’d straighten herse’f up an’ put her fists in her hips an’ say, ‘I want you to understan’ dat I wa’n’t bawn in the mash to be fool’ by trash! I’s one o’ de ole Blue Hen’s Chickens, I is!’ ’Ca’se you see, dat’s what folks dat’s bawn in Maryland calls deyselves, an’ dey’s proud of it. Well, dat was her word. I don’t ever forgit it, beca’se she said it so much, an’ beca’se she said it one day when my little Henry tore his wris’ awful, and most busted ’is head, right up at de top of his forehead, an’ de niggers didn’t fly aroun’ fas’ enough to ’tend to him. An’ when dey talk’ back at her, she up an’ she says, ‘Look-a-heah!’ she says, ‘I want you niggers to understan’ dat I wa’n’t bawn in de mash be fool’ by trash! I’s one o’ de ole Blue Hen’s chickens, I is!’ an’ den she clar’ dat kitchen an’ bandage’ up de chile herse’f. So I says dat word, too, when I’s riled.


“Well, bymeby my ole mistis say she’s broke, an she got to sell all de niggers on de place. An’ when I heah dat dey gwyne to sell us all off at oction in Richmon’, oh, de good gracious! I know what dat mean!”


Aunt Rachel had gradually risen, while she warmed to her subject, and now she towered above us, black against the stars.


“Dey put chains on us an’ put us on a stan’ as high as dis po’ch– twenty foot high– an’ all de people stood aroun’, crowds an’ crowds. An’ dey’d come up dah an’ look at us all roun’, an’ squeeze our arm, an’ make us git up an’ walk, an’ den say, ‘Dis one too ole,’ or ‘Dis one lame,’ or ‘Dis one don’t ’mount to much.’ An’ dey sole my ole man, an’ took him away, an’ dey begin to sell my chil’en an’ take dem away, an’ I begin to cry; an’ de man say, ‘Shet up yo’ damn blubberin’,’ an’ hit me on de mouf wid his han’. An’ when de las’ one was gone but my little Henry, I grab’ him clost up to my breas’ so, an’ I ris up an’ says, ‘You sha’nt take him away,’ I says; ‘I’ll kill de man dat tetch him!’ I says. But my little Henry whisper an’ say ‘I gwyne to run away, an’ den I work an’ buy yo’ freedom’ Oh, bless de chile, he always so good! But dey got him– dey got him, de men did; but I took and tear de clo’es mos’ off of ’em an’ beat ’em over de head wid my chain; an’ dey give it to me too, but I didn’t mine dat.


“Well, dah was my ole man gone, an’ all my chil’en, all my seven chil’en– an’ six of ’em I hain’t set eyes on ag’in to dis day, an’ dat’s twenty-two year ago las’ Easter. De man dat bought me b’long in Newbern, an’ he took me dah. Well, bymeby de years roll on an’ de waw come. My marster he was a Confedrit colonel, an’ I was his family’s cook. So when de Unions took dat town dey all run away an’ lef’ me all by myse’f wid de other niggers in dat mons’us big house. So de big Union officers move in dah, an’ dey ask me would I cook for dem. ‘Lord bless you,’ says I, ‘dat what I’s for.’


“Dey wa’n’t no small-fry officers, mine you, de was de biggest dey is; an’ de way dey made dem sojers mosey roun’! De Gen’l he tole me to boss dat kitchen; an’ he say, ‘If anybody come meddlin’ wid you, you jist make ’em walk chalk; don’t you be afeared,’ he say; ‘you’s ’mong frens now.’


“Well, I thinks to myse’f, if my little Henry ever got a chance to run away, he’d make to de Norf, o’ course. So one day I comes in dah whar de big officers was, in de parlor, an’ I drops a kurtchy, so, an’ I up an’ tole ’em ’bout my Henry, dey a-listenin’ to my troubles jist de same as if I was white folks; an’ I says, ‘What I come for is beca’se if he got away and got up Norf whar you gemmen comes from, you might ’a’ seen him, maybe, an’ could tell me so as I could fine him ag’in; he was very little, an’ he had a sk-yar on his lef’ wris’ an’ at de top of his forehead.’ Den dey look mournful, an’ de Gen’l says, ‘How long sence you los’ him?’ an’ I say, ‘Thirteen year. Den de Gen’l say, ‘He wouldn’t be little no mo’ now– he’s a man!’


“I never thought o’ dat befo’! He was only dat little feller to me yit. I never thought ’bout him growin’ up an’ bein’ big. But I see it den. None o’ de gemmen had run acrost him, so dey couldn’t do nothin’ for me. But all dat time, do’ I didn’t know it, my Henry was run off to de Norf, years an’ years, an’ he was a barber, too, an’ worked for hisse’f. An’ bymeby, when de waw come he ups an’ he says: ‘I’s done barberin’,’ he says, ‘I’s gwyne to fine my ole mammy, less’n she’s dead.’ So he sole out an’ went to whar dey was recruitin’, an’ hired hisse’f out to de colonel for his servant an’ den he went all froo de battles everywhah, huntin’ for his ole mammy; yes, indeedy, he’d hire to fust one officer an’ den another, tell he’d ransacked de whole Souf; but you see I didn’t know nuffin ’bout dis. How was I gwyne to know it?


“Well, one night we had a big sojer ball; de sojers dah at Newbern was always havin’ balls an’ carryin’ on. Dey had ’em in my kitchen, heaps o’ times, ’ca’se it was so big. Mine you, I was down on sich doin’s; beca’se my place was wid de officers, an’ it rasp me to have dem common sojers cavortin’ roun’ in my kitchen like dat. But I alway’ stood aroun’ an kep’ things straight, I did; an’ sometimes dey’d git my dander up, an’ den I’d make ’em clar dat kitchen, mine I tell you!


“Well, one night– it was a Friday night– dey comes a whole platoon f’m a nigger ridgment da was on guard at de house– de house was head quarters, you know-an’ den I was jist a-bilin’! Mad? I was jist a-boomin’! I swelled aroun’, an swelled aroun’; I jist was a-itchin’ for ’em to do somefin for to start me. An’ dey was a-waltzin’ an a dancin’! my! but dey was havin’ a time! an I jist a-swellin’ an’ a-swellin’ up! Pooty soon, ’long comes sich a spruce young nigger a-sailin’ down de room wid a yaller wench roun’ de wais’; an’ roun an’ roun’ an roun’ dey went, enough to make a body drunk to look at ’em; an’ when dey got abreas’ o’ me, dey went to kin’ o’ balancin’ aroun’ fust on one leg an’ den on t’other, an’ smilin’ at my big red turban, an’ makin’ fun, an’ I ups an’ says ‘Git along wid you!– rubbage!’ De young man’s face kin’ o’ changed, all of a sudden, for ’bout a second but den he went to smilin’ ag’in, same as he was befo’. Well, ’bout dis time, in comes some niggers dat played music and b’long’ to de ban’, an’ dey never could git along widout puttin’ on airs. An de very fust air dey put on dat night, I lit into em! Dey laughed, an’ dat made me wuss. De res’ o’ de niggers got to laughin’, an’ den my soul alive but I was hot! My eye was jist a-blazin’! I jist straightened myself up so– jist as I is now, plum to de ceilin’, mos’– an’ I digs my fists into my hips, an’ I says, ‘Look-a-heah!’ I says, ‘I want you niggers to understan’ dat I wa’n’t bawn in de mash to be fool’ by trash! I’s one o’ de ole Blue hen’s Chickens, I is!’– an’ den I see dat young man stan’ a-starin’ an’ stiff, lookin’ kin’ o’ up at de ceilin’ like he fo’got somefin, an’ couldn’t ’member it no mo’. Well, I jist march’ on dem niggers– so, lookin’ like a gen’l– an’ dey jist cave’ away befo’ me an’ out at de do’. An’ as dis young man a-goin’ out, I heah him say to another nigger, ‘Jim,’ he says, ‘you go ’long an’ tell de cap’n I be on han’ ’bout eight o’clock in de mawnin’; dey’s somefin on my mine,’ he says; ‘I don’t sleep no mo’ dis night. You go ’long,’ he says, ’an’ leave me by my own se’f.’


“Dis was ’bout one o’clock in de mawnin’. Well, ’bout seven, I was up an’ on han’, gittin’ de officers’ breakfast. I was a-stoopin’ down by de stove jist so, same as if yo’ foot was de stove– an’ I’d opened de stove do’ wid my right han’– so, pushin’ it back, jist as I pushes yo’ foot– an’ I’d jist got de pan o’ hot biscuits in my han’ an’ was ’bout to raise up, when I see a black face come aroun’ under mine, an’ de eyes a-lookin’ up into mine, jist as I’s a-lookin’ up clost under yo’ face now; an’ I jist stopped right dah, an’ never budged! jist gazed an’ gazed so; an’ de pan begin to tremble, an’ all of a sudden I knowed! De pan drop’ on de flo’ an’ I grab his lef’ han’ an’ shove back his sleeve– jist so, as I’s doin’ to you– an’ den I goes for his forehead an’ push de hair back so, an’ ‘Boy!’ I says, ‘if you an’t my Henry, what is you doin’ wid dis welt on yo’ wris’ an’ dat sk-yar on yo’ forehead? De Lord God ob heaven be praise’, I got my own ag’in!’


“Oh no’ Misto C———, I hain’t had no trouble. An’ no joy!”







5Sociable Jimmy



[I sent the following home in a private letter some time ago from a certain little village. It was in the days when I was a public lecturer. I did it because I wished to preserve the memory of the most artless, sociable, and exhaustless talker I ever came across. He did not tell me a single remarkable thing, or one that was worth remembering; and yet he was himself so interested in his small marvels, and they flowed so naturally and comfortably from his lips that his talk got the upper hand of my interest, too, and I listened as one who receives a revelation. I took down what he had to say, just as he said it– without altering a word or adding one.]






IHAD MY SUPPER in my room this evening (as usual), and they sent up a bright, simple, guileless little darkey boy to wait on me– ten years old– a wide-eyed, observant little chap. I said:


“What is your name, my boy?”


“Dey calls me Jimmy, sah, but my right name’s James, sah.”


I said, “Sit down there, Jimmy– I’ll not want you just yet.”


He sat down in a big arm chair, hung both his legs over one of the arms, and looked comfortable and conversational. I said:


“Did you have a pleasant Christmas, Jimmy?”


“No, sah– not zackly. I was kind o’ sick den. But de res’ o’ de people dey had a good time– mos’ all uv ’em had a good time. Dey all got drunk. Dey all gits drunk heah, every Christmas, and carries on and has awful good times.”


“So you were sick and lost it all. But unless you were very sick I should think that if you had asked the doctor he might have let you get– get– a little drunk– and—”


“Oh, no, sah– I don’ never git drunk– it’s de white folks– dem’s de ones I mean. Pa used to git drunk, but dat was befo’ I was big– but he’s done quit. He don’ git drunk no mo’ now. Jis’ takes one sip in de mawnin’, now, cuz his stomach riles up, he sleeps so soun’. Jis’ one sip– over to de s’loon– every mawnin’. He’s powerful sickly– powerful– sometimes he can’t hardly git aroun’, he can’t. He goes to de doctor every week– over to Ragtown. An’ one time he tuck some stuff, you know, an’ it mighty near fetched him. Ain’t it dish yer blue vittles dat’s pison?– ain’t dat it?– truck what you pisons cats wid?”


“Yes, blue vittles is a very convincing article with a cat.”


“Well, den, dat was it. De ole man, he tuck de bottle and shuck it, and shuck it– he seed it was blue, and he didn’t know but it was blue mass, which he tuck mos always– blue mass pills– but den he ’spected maybe dish yer truck might be some other kin’ o’ blue stuff; and so he sot de bottle down, and drat it if it wa’n’t blue vittles, sho’ nuf when de doctor come. An’ de doctor he say if he’d a tuck dat blue vittles it would a hysted him, sho. People can’t be too particlar ’bout sich things. Yes, indeedy!


“We ain’t got no cats heah, ’bout dis hotel. Bill he don’t like ’em. He can’t stan’ a cat no way. Ef he was to ketch one he’d slam it outen de winder in a minute. Yes he would. Bill’s down on cats. So is de gals– waiter gals. When dey ketches a cat bummin’ aroun’ heah, dey jis’ scoops him– ’deed dey do. Dey snake him into de cistern– dey’s been cats drownded in dat water dat’s in yo’ pitcher. I seed a cat in dere yistiddy– all swelled up like a pudd’n. I bet you dem gals done dat. Ma says if dey was to drownd a cat for her, de fust one of ’em she ketched she’d jam her into de cistern ’long wid de cat. Ma wouldn’t do dat, I don’t reckon, but ’deed an’ double, she said she would. I can’t kill a chicken– well, I kin wring its neck off, cuz dat don’t make ’em no sufferin’ scacely; but I can’t take and chop dey heads off, like some people kin. It makes me feel so– so– well, I kin see dat chicken nights so’s I can’t sleep. Mr. Dunlap, he’s de richest man in dis town. Some people says dey’s fo’ thousan’ people in dis town– dis city. But Bill says dey ain’t but ’bout thirty-three hund’d. And Bill he knows, cuz he’s lived heah all his life, do’ dey do say he won’t never set de river on fire. I don’t know how dey fin’ out– I wouldn’t like to count all dem people. Some folks says dis town would be considerable bigger if it wa’n’t on accounts of so much lan’ all roun’ it dat ain’t got no houses on it.” [This in perfect seriousness– dense simplicity– no idea of a joke.] “I reckon you seed dat church as you come along up street. Dat’s an awful big church– awful high steeple. An’ it’s all solid stone, excep’ jes de top part– de steeple, I means– dat’s wood. It falls off when de win’ blows pooty hard, an’ one time it stuck in a cow’s back and busted de cow all to de mischief. It’s gwine to kill somebody yit, dat steeple is. A man– big man, he was– bigger’n what Bill is– he tuck it up dere and fixed it again– an’ he didn’t look no bigger’n a boy, he was so high up. Dat steeple’s awful high. If you look out de winder you kin see it.” [I looked out, and was speechless with awe and admiration– which gratified Jimmy beyond expression. The wonderful steeple was some sixty or seventy feet high, and had a clock-face on it.] “You see dat arrer on top o’ dat steeple? Well, sah, dat arrer is pooty nigh as big as dis do’ [door]. I seed it when dey pulled it outen de cow. It mus’ be awful to stan’ in dat steeple when de clock is strikin’– dey say it is. Booms and jars so’s you think the world’s a comin’ to an end. I wouldn’t like to be up dere when de clock’s a strikin’. Dat clock ain’t just a striker, like dese common clocks. It’s a bell– jist a reglar bell– and it’s a buster. You can hear dat bell all over dis city. You ought to hear it boom, boom, boom, when dey’s a fire. My sakes! Dey ain’t got no bell like dat in Ragtown. I ben to Ragtown, and I ben mos’ halfway to Dockery [thirty miles]. De bell in Ragtown’s got so old now she don’t make no soun’ scacely.”


“Bill, didn’t you say dat dey was only thirty-three hund’d people in dis city?”


“Yes, about thirty-three hundred is the population now.”


“Well, some folks says dey’s fo’ thousan’.”


“Yes, I know they do; but it isn’t correct.”


“Bill, I don’t think this gen’lman kin eat a whole prairie chicken, but de tole me to fetch it all up.”


“Yes, that’s all right– he ordered it.”


[Exit “Bill,” leaving me comfortable; for I had been perishing to know who “Bill” was.]


“Bill, he’s de oldest. And he’s de bes’, too. Dey’s fo’teen in dis fam’ly– all boys an’ gals. Bill he suppo’ts ’em all– an’ he don’ never complain– he’s real good, Bill is. All dem brothers an’ sisters o’ his’n ain’t no ’count– all ceptin’ dat little teeny one dat fetched in dat milk. Dat’s Kit, sah. She ain’t only nine year ole. But she’s de mos’ lady-like one in de whole bilin’. You don’t never see Kit a-rairin’ an’ a chargin’ aroun’ an’ kickin’ up her heels like de res’ o’ de gals in dis fam’ly does gen’ally. Dat was Nan dat you hearn a cuttin’ dem shines on de pi-anah while ago. An’ sometimes ef she don’t rastle dat pi-anah when she gits started! Tab can’t hole a candle to her, but Tab kin sing like de very nation. She’s de only one in dis fam’ly dat can sing. You don’t never hear a yelp outen Nan. Nan can’t sing for shucks. I’d jes lieves hear a tom-cat dat’s got scalded. Dey’s fo’teen in dis fam’ly ’sides de ole man and de ole ’ooman– all brothers an’ sisters. But some of ’em don’t live heah– do’ Bill he suppo’ts ’em– lends ’em money, an’ pays dey debts an’ he’ps ’em along. I tell you Bill he’s real good. Dey all gits drunk– all ’cep Bill. De ole man he gits drunk, too, same as de res’ uv ’em. Bob, he don’t git drunk much– jes’ sloshes roun’ de s’loons some, an’ takes a dram sometimes. Bob he’s next to Bill– ’bout forty year old. Dey’s all married– all de fam’ly’s married– cep’ some of de gals. Dere’s fo’teen. It’s de biggest fam’ly in dese parts, dey say. Dere’s Bill– Bill Nubbles– Nubbles is de name; Bill, an’ Grig, an’ Duke, an’ Bob, an’ Nan, an’ Tab, an’ Kit, an’ Sol, an’ Si, an’ Phil, an’ Puss, an’Jake, an’ Sal– Sal she’s married an’ got chil’en as big as I is– an’ Hoss Nubbles, he’s de las’. Hoss is what dey mos’ always calls him, but he’s got another name dat I somehow disremember, it’s so kind o’ hard to git de hang of it.” [Then, observing that I had been taking down the extraordinary list of nicknames for adults, he said]: “But in de mawnin’ I can ask Bill what’s Hoss’s other name, an’ den I’ll come up an’ tell you when I fetches yo’ breakfast. An’ maybe I done got some o’ dem names mixed up, but Bill, he kin tell me. Dey’s fo’teen.”


By this time he was starting off with the waiter (and a pecuniary consideration for his sociability), and, as he went out, he paused a moment and said:


“Dad fetch it, somehow dat other name don’t come. But, anyways, you jes read dem names over and see if dey’s fo’teen.” [I read the list from the flyleaf of Longfellow’s New England Tragedies.] “Dat’s right, sah. Dey’s all down. I’ll fetch up Hoss’s other name in the mawnin’, sah. Don’t you be oneasy.”


[Exit whistling “Listen to the Mocking Bird.”]







6An Encounter with an Interviewer




THE NERVOUS, dapper, “peart” young man took the chair I offered him, and said he was connected with the Daily Thunderstorm, and added:


“Hoping it’s no harm, I’ve come to interview you.”


“Come to what?”


“Interview you.”


“Ah! I see. Yes– yes. Um! Yes– yes.”


I was not feeling bright that morning. Indeed, my powers seemed a bit under a cloud. However, I went to the bookcase, and when I had been looking six or seven minutes I found I was obliged to refer to the young man. I said:


“How do you spell it?”


“Spell what?”


“Interview.”


“Oh, my goodness! what do you want to spell it for?”


“I don’t want to spell it; I want to see what it means.”


“Well, this is astonishing, I must say. I can tell you what it means, if you– if you—”


“Oh, all right! That will answer, and much obliged to you, too.”


“In, in, ter, ter, inter—”


“Then you spell it with an I?”


“Why, certainly!”


“Oh, that is what took me so long.”


“Why, my dear sir, what did you propose to spell it with?”


“Well, I– I– hardly know. I had the Unabridged, and I was ciphering around in the back end, hoping I might tree her among the pictures. But it’s a very old edition.”


“Why, my friend, they wouldn’t have a picture of it in even the latest e– My dear sir, I beg your pardon, I mean no harm in the world, but you do not look as– as– intelligent as I had expected you would. No harm– I mean no harm at all.”


“Oh, don’t mention it! It has often been said, and by people who would not flatter and who could have no inducement to flatter, that I am quite remarkable in that way. Yes– yes; they always speak of it with rapture.”


“I can easily imagine it. But about this interview. You know it is the custom, now, to interview any man who has become notorious.”


“Indeed, I had not heard of it before. It must be very interesting. What do you do it with?”


“Ah, well– well– well– this is disheartening. It ought to be done with a club in some cases; but customarily it consists in the interviewer asking questions and the interviewed answering them. It is all the rage now. Will you let me ask you certain questions calculated to bring out the salient points of your public and private history?”


“Oh, with pleasure– with pleasure. I have a very bad memory, but I hope you will not mind that. That is to say, it is an irregular memory– singularly irregular. Sometimes it goes in a gallop, and then again it will be as much as a fortnight passing a given point. This is a great grief to me.”


“Oh, it is no matter, so you will try to do the best you can.”


“I will. I will put my whole mind on it.”


“Thanks. Are you ready to begin?”


“Ready.”


Q. How old are you?


A. Nineteen, in June.


Q. Indeed. I would have taken you to be thirty-five or six. Where were you born?


A. In Missouri.


Q. When did you begin to write?


A. In 1836.


Q. Why, how could that be, if you are only nineteen now?


A. I don’t know. It does seem curious, somehow.


Q. It does, indeed. Whom do you consider the most remarkable man you ever met?


A. Aaron Burr.


Q. But you never could have met Aaron Burr, if you are only nineteen years!


A. Now, if you know more about me than I do, what do you ask me for?


Q. Well, it was only a suggestion; nothing more. How did you happen to meet Burr?


A. Well, I happened to be at his funeral one day, and he asked me to make less noise, and—


Q. But, good heavens! if you were at his funeral, he must have been dead, and if he was dead how could he care whether you made a noise or not?


A. I don’t know. He was always a particular kind of a man that way.


Q. Still, I don’t understand it at all, You say he spoke to you, and that he was dead.


A. I didn’t say he was dead.


Q. But wasn’t he dead?


A. Well, some said he was, some said he wasn’t.


Q. What did you think?


A. Oh, it was none of my business! It wasn’t any of my funeral.


Q. Did you– However, we can never get this matter straight. Let me ask about something else. What was the date of your birth?


A. Monday, October 31, 1693.


Q. What! Impossible! That would make you a hundred and eighty years old. How do you account for that?


A. I don’t account for it at all.


Q. But you said at first you were only nineteen, and now you make yourself out to be one hundred and eighty. It is an awful discrepancy.


A. Why, have you noticed that? (Shaking hands.) Many a time it has seemed to me like a discrepancy, but somehow I couldn’t make up my mind. How quick you notice a thing!


Q. Thank you for the compliment, as far as it goes. Had you, or have you, any brothers or sisters?


A. Eh! I– I– I think so– yes– but I don’t remember.


Q. Well, that is the most extraordinary statement I ever heard!


A. Why, what makes you think that?


Q. How could I think otherwise? Why, look here! Who is this a picture of on the wall? Isn’t that a brother of yours?


A. Oh, yes, yes, yes! Now you remind me of it; that was a brother of mine. That’s William– Bill we called him. Poor old Bill!


Q. Why? Is he dead, then?


A. Ah! well, I suppose so. We never could tell. There was a great mystery about it.


Q. That is sad, very sad. He disappeared, then?


A. Well, yes, in a sort of general way. We buried him.


Q. Buried him! Buried him, without knowing whether he was dead or not?


A. Oh, no! Not that. He was dead enough.


Q. Well, I confess that I can’t understand this. If you buried him, and you knew he was dead—


A. No! no! We only thought he was.


Q. Oh, I see! He came to life again?


A. I bet he didn’t.


Q. Well, I never heard anything like this. Somebody was dead. Somebody was buried. Now, where was the mystery?


A. Ah! that’s just it! That’s it exactly. You see, we were twins– defunct and I– and we got mixed in the bathtub when we were only two weeks old, and one of us was drowned. But we didn’t know which. Some think it was Bill. Some think it was me.


Q. Well, that is remarkable. What do you think?


A. Goodness knows! I would give whole worlds to know. This solemn, this awful mystery has cast a gloom over my whole life. But I will tell you a secret now, which I never have revealed to any creature before. One of us had a peculiar mark– a large mole on the back of his left hand; that was me. That child was the one that was drowned!


Q. Very well, then, I don’t see that there is any mystery about it, after all.


A. You don’t? Well, I do. Anyway, I don’t see how they could ever have been such a blundering lot as to go and bury the wrong child. But, ’sh!– don’t mention it where the family can hear of it. Heaven knows they have heartbreaking troubles enough without adding this.


Q. Well, I believe I have got material enough for the present, and I am very much obliged to you for the pains you have taken. But I was a good deal interested in that account of Aaron Burr’s funeral. Would you mind telling me what particular circumstance it was that made you think Burr was such a remarkable man?


A. Oh! it was a mere trifle! Not one man in fifty would have noticed it at all. When the sermon was over, and the procession all ready to start for the cemetery, and the body all arranged nice in the hearse, he said he wanted to take a last look at the scenery, and so he got up and rode with the driver.


Then the young man reverently withdrew. He was very pleasant company, and I was sorry to see him go.







7After-Dinner Speech


At a Fourth of July Gathering,

in London, of Americans




MR. CHAIRMAN AND LADIES AND GENTLEMEN: I thank you for the compliment which has just been tendered me, and to show my appreciation of it I will not afflict you with many words. It is pleasant to celebrate in this peaceful way, upon this old mother soil, the anniversary of an experiment which was born of war with this same land so long ago, and wrought out to a successful issue by the devotion of our ancestors. It has taken nearly a hundred years to bring the English and Americans into kindly and mutually appreciative relations, but I believe it has been accomplished at last. It was a great step when the two last misunderstandings were settled by arbitration instead of cannon. It is another great step when England adopts our sewing-machines without claiming the invention– as usual. It was another when they imported one of our sleeping-cars the other day. And it warmed my heart more than I can tell, yesterday, when I witnessed the spectacle of an Englishman ordering an American sherry cobbler of his own free will and accord– and not only that but with a great brain and a level head reminding the barkeeper not to forget the strawberries. With a common origin, a common language, a common literature, a common religion and– common drinks, what is longer needful to the cementing of the two nations together in a permanent bond of brotherhood?


This is an age of progress, and ours is a progressive land. A great and glorious land, too– a land which has developed a Washington, a Franklin, a William M. Tweed, a Longfellow, a Motley, a Jay Gould, a Samuel C. Pomeroy, a recent Congress which has never had its equal (in some respects), and a United States Army which conquered sixty Indians in eight months by tiring them out– which is much better than uncivilized slaughter, God knows. We have a criminal jury system which is superior to any in the world; and its efficiency is only marred by the difficulty of finding twelve men every day who don’t know anything and can’t read. And I may observe that we have an insanity plea that would have saved Cain. I think I can say, and say with pride, that we have some legislatures that bring higher prices than any in the world.


I refer with effusion to our railway system, which consents to let us live, though it might do the opposite, being our owners. It only destroyed three thousand and seventy lives last year by collisions, and twenty-seven thousand two hundred and sixty by running over heedless and unnecessary people at crossings. The companies seriously regretted the killing of these thirty thousand people, and went so far as to pay for some of them– voluntarily, of course, for the meanest of us would not claim that we possess a court treacherous enough to enforce a law against a railway company. But, thank Heaven, the railway companies are generally disposed to do the right and kindly thing without compulsion. I know of an instance which greatly touched me at the time. After an accident the company sent home the remains of a dear distant old relative of mine in a basket, with the remark, “Please state what figure you hold him at– and return the basket.” Now there couldn’t be anything friendlier than that.


But I must not stand here and brag all night. However, you won’t mind a body bragging a little about his country on the fourth of July. It is a fair and legitimate time to fly the eagle. I will say only one more word of brag– and a hopeful one. It is this. We have a form of government which gives each man a fair chance and no favor. With us no individual is born with a right to look down upon his neighbor and hold him in contempt. Let such of us as are not dukes find our consolation in that. And we may find hope for the future in the fact that as unhappy as is the condition of our political morality today, England has risen up out of a far fouler since the days when Charles I. ennobled courtesans and all political place was a matter of bargain and sale. There is hope for us yet.



[At least the above is the speech which I was going to make, but our minister, General Schenck, presided, and after the blessing, got up and made a great long inconceivably dull harangue, and wound up by saying that inasmuch as speech-making did not seem to exhilarate the guests much, all further oratory would be dispensed with during the evening, and we could just sit and talk privately to our elbow-neighbors and have a good sociable time. It is known that in consequence of that remark forty-four perfected speeches died in the womb. The depression, the gloom, the solemnity that reigned over the banquet from that time forth will be a lasting memory with many that were there. By that one thoughtless remark General Schenck lost forty-four of the best friends he had in England. More than one said that night, “And this is the sort of person that is sent to represent us in a great sister empire!”]









8The Experiences of the Mcwilliamses with Membranous Croup



As related to the author of this book by Mr. McWilliams, a pleasant New York gentleman whom the said author met by chance on a journey.






WELL, TO GO BACK to where I was before I digressed to explain to you how that frightful and incurable disease, membranous croup, (Diphtheria D.W.) was ravaging the town and driving all mothers mad with terror, I called Mrs. McWilliams’s attention to little Penelope, and said:


“Darling, I wouldn’t let that child be chewing that pine stick if I were you.”


“Precious, where is the harm in it?” said she, but at the same time preparing to take away the stick for women cannot receive even the most palpably judicious suggestion without arguing it, that is married women.


I replied:


“Love, it is notorious that pine is the least nutritious wood that a child can eat.”


My wife’s hand paused, in the act of taking the stick, and returned itself to her lap. She bridled perceptibly, and said:


“Hubby, you know better than that. You know you do. Doctors all say that the turpentine in pine wood is good for weak back and the kidneys.”


“Ah– I was under a misapprehension. I did not know that the child’s kidneys and spine were affected, and that the family physician had recommended—”


“Who said the child’s spine and kidneys were affected?”


“My love, you intimated it.”


“The idea! I never intimated anything of the kind.”


“Why, my dear, it hasn’t been two minutes since you said—”


“Bother what I said! I don’t care what I did say. There isn’t any harm in the child’s chewing a bit of pine stick if she wants to, and you know it perfectly well. And she shall chew it, too. So there, now!”


“Say no more, my dear. I now see the force of your reasoning, and I will go and order two or three cords of the best pine wood today. No child of mine shall want while I—”


“Oh, please go along to your office and let me have some peace. A body can never make the simplest remark but you must take it up and go to arguing and arguing and arguing till you don’t know what you are talking about, and you never do.”


“Very well, it shall be as you say. But there is a want of logic in your last remark which—”


However, she was gone with a flourish before I could finish, and had taken the child with her. That night at dinner she confronted me with a face a white as a sheet:


“Oh, Mortimer, there’s another! Little Georgie Gordon is taken.”


“Membranous croup?”


“Membranous croup.”


“Is there any hope for him?”


“None in the wide world. Oh, what is to be come of us!”


By and by a nurse brought in our Penelope to say good night and offer the customary prayer at the mother’s knee. In the midst of “Now I lay me down to sleep,” she gave a slight cough! My wife fell back like one stricken with death. But the next moment she was up and brimming with the activities which terror inspires.


She commanded that the child’s crib be removed from the nursery to our bedroom; and she went along to see the order executed. She took me with her, of course. We got matters arranged with speed. A cot-bed was put up in my wife’s dressing room for the nurse. But now Mrs. McWilliams said we were too far away from the other baby, and what if he were to have the symptoms in the night– and she blanched again, poor thing.


We then restored the crib and the nurse to the nursery and put up a bed for ourselves in a room adjoining.


Presently, however, Mrs. McWilliams said suppose the baby should catch it from Penelope? This thought struck a new panic to her heart, and the tribe of us could not get the crib out of the nursery again fast enough to satisfy my wife, though she assisted in her own person and well-nigh pulled the crib to pieces in her frantic hurry.


We moved downstairs; but there was no place there to stow the nurse, and Mrs. McWilliams said the nurse’s experience would be an inestimable help. So we returned, bag and baggage, to our own bedroom once more, and felt a great gladness, like storm-buffeted birds that have found their nest again.


Mrs. McWilliams sped to the nursery to see how things were going on there. She was back in a moment with a new dread. She said:


“What can make Baby sleep so?”


I said:


“Why, my darling, Baby always sleeps like a graven image.”


“I know. I know; but there’s something peculiar about his sleep now. He seems to– to– he seems to breathe so regularly. Oh, this is dreadful.”


“But, my dear, he always breathes regularly.”


“Oh, I know it, but there’s something frightful about it now. His nurse is too young and inexperienced. Maria shall stay there with her, and be on hand if anything happens.”


“That is a good idea, but who will help you?”


“You can help me all I want. I wouldn’t allow anybody to do anything but myself, anyhow, at such a time as this.”


I said I would feel mean to lie abed and sleep, and leave her to watch and toil over our little patient all the weary night. But she reconciled me to it. So old Maria departed and took up her ancient quarters in the nursery.


Penelope coughed twice in her sleep.


“Oh, why don’t that doctor come! Mortimer, this room is too warm. This room is certainly too warm. Turn off the register-quick!”


I shut it off, glancing at the thermometer at the same time, and wondering to myself if 70 was too warm for a sick child.


The coachman arrived from down-town now with the news that our physician was ill and confined to his bed. Mrs. McWilliams turned a dead eye upon me, and said in a dead voice:


“There is a Providence in it. It is foreordained. He never was sick before. Never. We have not been living as we ought to live, Mortimer. Time and time again I have told you so. Now you see the result. Our child will never get well. Be thankful if you can forgive yourself; I never can forgive myself.”


I said, without intent to hurt, but with heedless choice of words, that I could not see that we had been living such an abandoned life.


“Mortimer! Do you want to bring the judgment upon Baby, too!”


Then she began to cry, but suddenly exclaimed:


“The doctor must have sent medicines!”


I said:


“Certainly. They are here. I was only waiting for you to give me a chance.”


“Well do give them to me! Don’t you know that every moment is precious now? But what was the use in sending medicines, when he knows that the disease is incurable?”


I said that while there was life there was hope.


“Hope! Mortimer, you know no more what you are talking about than the child unborn. If you would– As I live, the directions say give one teaspoonful once an hour! Once an hour!– as if we had a whole year before us to save the child in! Mortimer, please hurry. Give the poor perishing thing a tablespoonful, and try to be quick!”


“Why, my dear, a tablespoonful might—”


“Don’t drive me frantic! ... There, there, there, my precious, my own; it’s nasty bitter stuff, but it’s good for Nelly– good for mother’s precious darling; and it will make her well. There, there, there, put the little head on mamma’s breast and go to sleep, and pretty soon– oh, I know she can’t live till morning! Mortimer, a tablespoonful every half-hour will– Oh, the child needs belladonna, too; I know she does– and aconite. Get them, Mortimer. Now do let me have my way. You know nothing about these things.”


We now went to bed, placing the crib close to my wife’s pillow. All this turmoil had worn upon me, and within two minutes I was something more than half asleep. Mrs. McWilliams roused me:


“Darling, is that register turned on?”


“No.”


“I thought as much. Please turn it on at once. This room is cold.”


I turned it on, and presently fell asleep again. I was aroused once more:


“Dearie, would you mind moving the crib to your side of the bed? It is nearer the register.”


I moved it, but had a collision with the rug and woke up the child. I dozed off once more, while my wife quieted the sufferer. But in a little while these words came murmuring remotely through the fog of my drowsiness:


“Mortimer, if we only had some goose grease– will you ring?”


I climbed dreamily out, and stepped on a cat, which responded with a protest and would have got a convincing kick for it if a chair had not got it instead.


“Now, Mortimer, why do you want to turn up the gas and wake up the child again?”


“Because I want to see how much I am hurt, Caroline.”


“Well, look at the chair, too– I have no doubt it is ruined. Poor cat, suppose you had—”


“Now I am not going to suppose anything about the cat. It never would have occurred if Maria had been allowed to remain here and attend to these duties, which are in her line and are not in mine.”


“Now, Mortimer, I should think you would be ashamed to make a remark like that. It is a pity if you cannot do the few little things I ask of you at such an awful time as this when our child—”


“There, there, I will do anything you want. But I can’t raise anybody with this bell. They’re all gone to bed. Where is the goose grease?”


“On the mantelpiece in the nursery. If you’ll step there and speak to Maria—”


I fetched the goose grease and went to sleep again. Once more I was called:


“Mortimer, I so hate to disturb you, but the room is still too cold for me to try to apply this stuff. Would you mind lighting the fire? It is all ready to touch a match to.”


I dragged myself out and lit the fire, and then sat down disconsolate.


“Mortimer, don’t sit there and catch your death of cold. Come to bed.”


As I was stepping in she said:


“But wait a moment. Please give the child some more of the medicine.”


Which I did. It was a medicine which made a child more or less lively; so my wife made use of its waking interval to strip it and grease it all over with the goose oil. I was soon asleep once more, but once more I had to get up.


“Mortimer, I feel a draft. I feel it distinctly. There is nothing so bad for this disease as a draft. Please move the crib in front of the fire.”


I did it; and collided with the rug again, which I threw in the fire. Mrs. McWilliams sprang out of bed and rescued it and we had some words. I had another trifling interval of sleep, and then got up, by request, and constructed a flax-seed poultice. This was placed upon the child’s breast and left there to do its healing work.


A wood-fire is not a permanent thing. I got up every twenty minutes and renewed ours, and this gave Mrs. McWilliams the opportunity to shorten the times of giving the medicines by ten minutes, which was a great satisfaction to her. Now and then, between times, I reorganized the flax-seed poultices, and applied sinapisms and other sorts of blisters where unoccupied places could be found upon the child. Well, toward morning the wood gave out and my wife wanted me to go down cellar and get some more. I said:


“My dear, it is a laborious job, and the child must be nearly warm enough, with her extra clothing. Now mightn’t we put on another layer of poultices and—”


I did not finish, because I was interrupted. I lugged wood up from below for some little time, and then turned in and fell to snoring as only a man can whose strength is all gone and whose soul is worn out. Just at broad daylight I felt a grip on my shoulder that brought me to my senses suddenly.– My wife was glaring down upon me and gasping. As soon as she could command her tongue she said:


“It is all over! All over! The child’s perspiring! What shall we do?”


“Mercy, how you terrify me! I don’t know what we ought to do. Maybe if we scraped her and put her in the draft again—”


“Oh, idiot! There is not a moment to lose! Go for the doctor. Go yourself. Tell him he must come, dead or alive.”


I dragged that poor sick man from his bed and brought him. He looked at the child and said she was not dying. This was joy unspeakable to me, but it made my wife as mad as if he had offered her a personal affront. Then he said the child’s cough was only caused by some trifling irritation or other in the throat. At this I thought my wife had a mind to show him the door.– Now the doctor said he would make the child cough harder and dislodge the trouble. So he gave her something that sent her into a spasm of coughing, and presently up came a little wood splinter or so.


“This child has no membranous croup,” said he. “She has been chewing a bit of pine shingle or something of the kind, and got some little slivers in her throat. They won’t do her any hurt.”


“No,” said I, “I can well believe that. Indeed, the turpentine that is in them is very good for certain sorts of diseases that are peculiar to children. My wife will tell you so.”


But she did not. She turned away in disdain and left the room; and since that time there is one episode in our life which we never refer to. Hence the tide of our days flows by in deep and untroubled serenity.



(Very few married men have such an experience as McWilliams’s, and so the author of this book thought that maybe the novelty of it would give it a passing interest to the reader.)









9Mrs. McWilliams and the Lightning




WELL, SIR– continued Mr. McWilliams, for this was not the beginning of his talk;– the fear of lightning is one of the most distressing infirmities a human being can be afflicted with. It is mostly confined to women; but now and then you find it in a little dog, and sometimes in a man. It is a particularly distressing infirmity, for the reason that it takes the sand out of a person to an extent which no other fear can, and it can’t be reasoned with, and neither can it be shamed out of a person. A woman who could face the very devil himself– or a mouse– loses her grip and goes all to pieces in front of a flash of lightning. Her fright is something pitiful to see.


Well, as I was telling you, I woke up, with that smothered and unlocatable cry of “Mortimer! Mortimer!” wailing in my ears; and as soon as I could scrape my faculties together I reached over in the dark and then said:


“Evangeline, is that you calling? What is the matter? Where are you?”


“Shut up in the boot-closet. You ought to be ashamed to lie there and sleep so, and such an awful storm going on.”


“Why, how can one be ashamed when he is asleep? It is unreasonable; a man can’t be ashamed when he is asleep, Evangeline.”


“You never try, Mortimer– you know very well you never try.”


I caught the sound of muffled sobs.


That sound smote dead the sharp speech that was on my lips, and I changed it to—


“I’m sorry, dear– I’m truly sorry. I never meant to act so. Come back and—”


“Mortimer!”


“Heavens! what is the matter, my love?”


“Do you mean to say you are in that bed yet?”


“Why, of course.”


“Come out of it instantly. I should think you would take some little care of your life, for my sake and the children’s, if you will not for your own.”


“But my love—”


“Don’t talk to me, Mortimer. You know there is no place so dangerous as a bed, in such a thunder-storm as this– all the books say that; yet there you would lie, and deliberately throw away your life– for goodness knows what, unless for the sake of arguing and arguing, and—”


“But, confound it, Evangeline, I’m not in the bed, now. I’m—”


[Sentence interrupted by a sudden glare of lightning, followed by a terrified little scream from Mrs. McWilliams and a tremendous blast of thunder.]


“There! You see the result. Oh, Mortimer, how can you be so profligate as to swear at such a time as this?”


“I didn’t swear. And that wasn’t a result of it, any way. It would have come, just the same, if I hadn’t said a word; and you know very well, Evangeline– at least you ought to know– that when the atmosphere is charged with electricity—”


“Oh, yes, now argue it, and argue it, and argue it!– I don’t see how you can act so, when you know there is not a lightning-rod on the place, and your poor wife and children are absolutely at the mercy of Providence. What are you doing?– lighting a match at such a time as this! Are you stark mad?”


“Hang it, woman, where’s the harm? The place is as dark as the inside of an infidel, and—”


“Put it out! put it out instantly! Are you determined to sacrifice us all? You know there is nothing attracts lightning like a light. [Fzt!– crash! boom– boloom-boom-boom!] Oh, just hear it! Now you see what you’ve done!”


“No, I don’t see what I’ve done. A match may attract lightning, for all I know, but it don’t cause lightning– I’ll go odds on that. And it didn’t attract it worth a cent this time; for if that shot was leveled at my match, it was blessed poor marksmanship– about an average of none out of a possible million, I should say. Why, at Dollymount, such marksmanship as that—”


“For shame, Mortimer! Here we are standing right in the very presence of death, and yet in so solemn a moment you are capable of using such language as that. If you have no desire to– Mortimer!”


“Well?”


“Did you say your prayers tonight?”


“I– I– meant to, but I got to trying to cipher out how much twelve times thirteen is, and—”


[Fzt!– boom– berroom– boom! Bumble-umble bang– SMASH!]


“Oh, we are lost, beyond all help! How could you neglect such a thing at such a time as this?”


“But it wasn’t ‘such a time as this.’ There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. How could I know there was going to be all this rumpus and pow-wow about a little slip like that? And I don’t think it’s just fair for you to make so much out of it, any way, seeing it happens so seldom; I haven’t missed before since I brought on that earthquake, four years ago.”


“Mortimer! How you talk! Have you forgotten the yellow fever?”


“My dear, you are always throwing up the yellow fever to me, and I think it is perfectly unreasonable. You can’t even send a telegraphic message as far as Memphis without relays, so how is a little devotional slip of mine going to carry so far? I’ll stand the earthquake, because it was in the neighborhood; but I’ll be hanged if I’m going to be responsible for every blamed—”


[Fzt!– BOOM beroom-boom! boom!– BANG!]


“Oh, dear, dear, dear! I know it struck something, Mortimer. We never shall see the light of another day; and if it will do you any good to remember, when we are gone, that your dreadful language– Mortimer!”


“Well! What now?”


“Your voice sounds as if– Mortimer, are you actually standing in front of that open fireplace?”


“That is the very crime I am committing.”


“Get away from it, this moment. You do seem determined to bring destruction on us all. Don’t you know that there is no better conductor for lightning than an open chimney? Now where have you got to?”


“I’m here by the window.”


“Oh, for pity’s sake, have you lost your mind? Clear out from there, this moment. The very children in arms know it is fatal to stand near a window in a thunder-storm. Dear, dear, I know I shall never see the light of another day. Mortimer?”


“Yes?”


“What is that rustling?”


“It’s me.”


“What are you doing?”


“Trying to find the upper end of my pantaloons.”


“Quick! throw those things away! I do believe you would deliberately put on those clothes at such a time as this; yet you know perfectly well that all authorities agree that woolen stuffs attract lightning. Oh, dear, dear, it isn’t sufficient that one’s life must be in peril from natural causes, but you must do everything you can possibly think of to augment the danger. Oh, don’t sing! What can you be thinking of?”


“Now where’s the harm in it?”


“Mortimer, if I have told you once, I have told you a hundred times, that singing causes vibrations in the atmosphere which interrupt the flow of the electric fluid, and– What on earth are you opening that door for?”


“Goodness gracious, woman, is there is any harm in that?”


“Harm? There’s death in it. Anybody that has given this subject any attention knows that to create a draft is to invite the lightning. You haven’t half shut it; shut it tight– and do hurry, or we are all destroyed. Oh, it is an awful thing to be shut up with a lunatic at such a time as this. Mortimer, what are you doing?”


“Nothing. Just turning on the water. This room is smothering hot and close. I want to bathe my face and hands.”


“You have certainly parted with the remnant of your mind! Where lightning strikes any other substance once, it strikes water fifty times. Do turn it off. Oh, dear, I am sure that nothing in this world can save us. It does seem to me that– Mortimer, what was that?”


“It was a da– it was a picture. Knocked it down.”


“Then you are close to the wall! I never heard of such imprudence! Don’t you know that there’s no better conductor for lightning than a wall? Come away from there! And you came as near as anything to swearing, too. Oh, how can you be so desperately wicked, and your family in such peril? Mortimer, did you order a feather bed, as I asked you to do?”


“No. Forgot it.”


“Forgot it! It may cost you your life. If you had a feather bed, now, and could spread it in the middle of the room and lie on it, you would be perfectly safe. Come in here– come quick, before you have a chance to commit any more frantic indiscretions.”


I tried, but the little closet would not hold us both with the door shut, unless we could be content to smother. I gasped awhile, then forced my way out. My wife called out:


“Mortimer, something must be done for your preservation. Give me that German book that is on the end of the mantel-piece, and a candle; but don’t light it; give me a match; I will light it in here. That book has some directions in it.”


I got the book– at cost of a vase and some other brittle things; and the madam shut herself up with her candle. I had a moment’s peace; then she called out:


“Mortimer, what was that?”


“Nothing but the cat.”


“The cat! Oh, destruction! Catch her, and shut her up in the wash-stand. Do be quick, love; cats are full of electricity. I just know my hair will turn white with this night’s awful perils.”


I heard the muffled sobbings again. But for that, I should not have moved hand or foot in such a wild enterprise in the dark. However, I went at my task– over chairs, and against all sorts of obstructions, all of them hard ones, too, and most of them with sharp edges– and at last I got kitty cooped up in the commode, at an expense of over four hundred dollars in broken furniture and shins. Then these muffled words came from the closet:—


“It says the safest thing is to stand on a chair in the middle of the room, Mortimer; and the legs of the chair must be insulated, with non-conductors. That is, you must set the legs of the chair in glass tumblers. [Fzt!– boom– bang!– smash!] Oh, hear that! Do hurry, Mortimer, before you are struck.”


I managed to find and secure the tumblers. I got the last four– broke all the rest. I insulated the chair legs, and called for further instructions.


“Mortimer, it says, ‘Während eines Gewitters entferne man Metalle, wie z. B., Ringe, Uhren, Schlüssel, etc., von sich und halte sich auch nicht an solchen Stellen auf, wo viele Metalle bei einander liegen, oder mit andern Körpern verbunden sind, wie an Herden, Oefen, Eisengittern u. dgl.’ What does that mean, Mortimer? Does it mean that you must keep metals about you, or keep them away from you?”


“Well, I hardly know. It appears to be a little mixed. All German advice is more or less mixed. However, I think that that sentence is mostly in the dative case, with a little genitive and accusative sifted in, here and there, for luck; so I reckon it means that you must keep some metals about you.”


“Yes, that must be it. It stands to reason that it is. They are in the nature of lightning-rods, you know. Put on your fireman’s helmet, Mortimer; that is mostly metal.”


I got it and put it on– a very heavy and clumsy and uncomfortable thing on a hot night in a close room. Even my night-dress seemed to be more clothing than I strictly needed.


“Mortimer, I think your middle ought to be protected. Won’t you buckle on your militia saber, please?”


I complied.


“Now, Mortimer, you ought to have some way to protect your feet. Do please put on your spurs.”


I did it– in silence– and kept my temper as well as I could.


“Mortimer, it says, ‘Das Gewitter läuten ist sehr gefährlich, well die Glocke selbst, sowie der durch das Läuten veranlasste Luftzug und die Höhe des Thurmes den Blitz anziehen könnten.’ Mortimer, does that mean that it is dangerous not to ring the church bells during a thunder-storm?”


“Yes, it seems to mean that– if that is the past participle of the nominative case singular, and I reckon it is. Yes, I think it means that on account of the height of the church tower and the absence of Luftzug it would be very dangerous (sehr gefährlich) not to ring the bells in time of a storm; and moreover, don’t you see, the very wording—”


“Never mind that, Mortimer; don’t waste the precious time in talk. Get the large dinner-bell; it is right there in the hall. Quick, Mortimer dear; we are almost safe. Oh, dear, I do believe we are going to be saved, at last!”


Our little summer establishment stands on top of a high range of hills, overlooking a valley. Several farm-houses are in our neighborhood– the nearest some three or four hundred yards away.


When I, mounted on the chair, had been clanging that dreadful bell a matter of seven or eight minutes, our shutters were suddenly torn open from without, and a brilliant bull’s-eye lantern was thrust in at the window, followed by a hoarse inquiry—


“What in the nation is the matter here?”


The window was full of men’s heads, and the heads were full of eyes that stared wildly at my night-dress and my warlike accoutrements.


I dropped the bell, skipped down from the chair in confusion, and said:


“There is nothing the matter, friends– only a little discomfort on account of the thunder-storm. I was trying to keep off the lightning.”


“Thunderstorm? Lightning? Why, Mr. McWilliams, have you lost your mind? It is a beautiful starlight night; there has been no storm.”


I looked out, and I was so astonished I could hardly speak for a while. Then I said:


“I do not understand this. We distinctly saw the glow of the flashes through the curtains and shutters, and heard the thunder.”


One after another of those people lay down on the ground to laugh– and two of them died. One of the survivors remarked:


“Pity you didn’t think to open your blinds and look over to the top of the high hill yonder. What you heard was cannon; what you saw was the flash. You see, the telegraph brought some news, just at midnight: Garfield’s nominated– and that’s what’s the matter!”


Yes, Mr. Twain, as I was saying in the beginning (said Mr. McWilliams), the rules for preserving people against lightning are so excellent and so innumerable that the most incomprehensible thing in the world to me is how anybody ever manages to get struck.


So saying, he gathered up his satchel and umbrella, and departed; for the train had reached his town.







10The McWilliamses and the Burglar Alarm




THE CONVERSATION DRIFTED smoothly and pleasantly along from weather to crops, from crops to literature, from literature to scandal, from scandal to religion; then took a random jump, and landed on the subject of burglar alarms. And now for the first time Mr. McWilliams showed feeling. Whenever I perceive this sign on this man’s dial, I comprehend it, and lapse into silence, and give him opportunity to unload his heart. Said he, with but ill-controlled emotion:


“I do not go one single cent on burglar alarms, Mr. Twain– not a single cent– and I will tell you why. When we were finishing our house, we found we had a little cash left over, on account of the plumber not knowing it. I was for enlightening the heathen with it, for I was always unaccountably down on the heathen somehow; but Mrs. McWilliams said no, let’s have a burglar alarm. I agreed to this compromise. I will explain that whenever I want a thing, and Mrs. McWilliams wants another thing, and we decide upon the thing that Mrs. McWilliams wants– as we always do– she calls that a compromise. Very well: the man came up from New York and put in the alarm, and charged three hundred and twenty-five dollars for it, and said we could sleep without uneasiness now. So we did for awhile– say a month. Then one night we smelled smoke, and I was advised to get up and see what the matter was. I lit a candle, and started toward the stairs, and met a burglar coming out of a room with a basket of tinware, which he had mistaken for solid silver in the dark. He was smoking a pipe. I said, ‘My friend, we do not allow smoking in this room.’ He said he was a stranger, and could not be expected to know the rules of the house: said he had been in many houses just as good as this one, and it had never been objected to before. He added that as far as his experience went, such rules had never been considered to apply to burglars, anyway.


“I said: ‘Smoke along, then, if it is the custom, though I think that the conceding of a privilege to a burglar which is denied to a bishop is a conspicuous sign of the looseness of the times. But waiving all that, what business have you to be entering this house in this furtive and clandestine way, without ringing the burglar alarm?’


“He looked confused and ashamed, and said, with embarrassment: ‘I beg a thousand pardons. I did not know you had a burglar alarm, else I would have rung it. I beg you will not mention it where my parents may hear of it, for they are old and feeble, and such a seemingly wanton breach of the hallowed conventionalities of our Christian civilization might all too rudely sunder the frail bridge which hangs darkling between the pale and evanescent present and the solemn great deeps of the eternities. May I trouble you for a match?’


“I said: ‘Your sentiments do you honor, but if you will allow me to say it, metaphor is not your best hold. Spare your thigh; this kind light only on the box, and seldom there, in fact, if my experience may be trusted. But to return to business: how did you get in here?’


“‘Through a second-story window.’


“It was even so. I redeemed the tinware at pawnbroker’s rates, less cost of advertising, bade the burglar good-night, closed the window after him, and retired to headquarters to report. Next morning we sent for the burglar-alarm man, and he came up and explained that the reason the alarm did not ‘go off’ was that no part of the house but the first floor was attached to the alarm. This was simply idiotic; one might as well have no armor on at all in battle as to have it only on his legs. The expert now put the whole second story on the alarm, charged three hundred dollars for it, and went his way. By and by, one night, I found a burglar in the third story, about to start down a ladder with a lot of miscellaneous property. My first impulse was to crack his head with a billiard cue; but my second was to refrain from this attention, because he was between me and the cue rack. The second impulse was plainly the soundest, so I refrained, and proceeded to compromise. I redeemed the property at former rates, after deducting ten per cent. for use of ladder, it being my ladder, and, next day we sent down for the expert once more, and had the third story attached to the alarm, for three hundred dollars.


“By this time the ‘annunciator’ had grown to formidable dimensions. It had forty-seven tags on it, marked with the names of the various rooms and chimneys, and it occupied the space of an ordinary wardrobe. The gong was the size of a wash-bowl, and was placed above the head of our bed. There was a wire from the house to the coachman’s quarters in the stable, and a noble gong alongside his pillow.


“We should have been comfortable now but for one defect. Every morning at five the cook opened the kitchen door, in the way of business, and rip went that gong! The first time this happened I thought the last day was come sure. I didn’t think it in bed– no, but out of it– for the first effect of that frightful gong is to hurl you across the house, and slam you against the wall, and then curl you up, and squirm you like a spider on a stove lid, till somebody shuts the kitchen door. In solid fact, there is no clamor that is even remotely comparable to the dire clamor which that gong makes. Well, this catastrophe happened every morning regularly at five o’clock, and lost us three hours sleep; for, mind you, when that thing wakes you, it doesn’t merely wake you in spots; it wakes you all over, conscience and all, and you are good for eighteen hours of wide-awakeness subsequently– eighteen hours of the very most inconceivable wide-awakeness that you ever experienced in your life. A stranger died on our hands one time, and we vacated and left him in our room overnight. Did that stranger wait for the general judgment? No, sir; he got up at five the next morning in the most prompt and unostentatious way. I knew he would; I knew it mighty well. He collected his life-insurance, and lived happy ever after, for there was plenty of proof as to the perfect squareness of his death.


“Well, we were gradually fading toward a better land, on account of the daily loss of sleep; so we finally had the expert up again, and he ran a wire to the outside of the door, and placed a switch there, whereby Thomas, the butler, always made one little mistake– he switched the alarm off at night when he went to bed, and switched it on again at daybreak in the morning, just in time for the cook to open the kitchen door, and enable that gong to slam us across the house, sometimes breaking a window with one or the other of us. At the end of a week we recognized that this switch business was a delusion and a snare. We also discovered that a band of burglars had been lodging in the house the whole time– not exactly to steal, for there wasn’t much left now, but to hide from the police, for they were hot pressed, and they shrewdly judged that the detectives would never think of a tribe of burglars taking sanctuary in a house notoriously protected by the most imposing and elaborate burglar alarm in America.


“Sent down for the expert again, and this time he struck a most dazzling idea– he fixed the thing so that opening the kitchen door would take off the alarm. It was a noble idea, and he charged accordingly. But you already foresee the result. I switched on the alarm every night at bed-time, no longer trusting on Thomas’s frail memory; and as soon as the lights were out the burglars walked in at the kitchen door, thus taking the alarm off without waiting for the cook to do it in the morning. You see how aggravatingly we were situated. For months we couldn’t have any company. Not a spare bed in the house; all occupied by burglars.


“Finally, I got up a cure of my own. The expert answered the call, and ran another ground wire to the stable, and established a switch there, so that the coachman could put on and take off the alarm. That worked first rate, and a season of peace ensued, during which we got to inviting company once more and enjoying life.


“But by and by the irrepressible alarm invented a new kink. One winter’s night we were flung out of bed by the sudden music of that awful gong, and when we hobbled to the annunciator, turned up the gas, and saw the word ‘Nursery’ exposed, Mrs. McWilliams fainted dead away, and I came precious near doing the same thing myself. I seized my shotgun, and stood timing the coachman whilst that appalling buzzing went on. I knew that his gong had flung him out, too, and that he would be along with his gun as soon as he could jump into his clothes. When I judged that the time was ripe, I crept to the room next the nursery, glanced through the window, and saw the dim outline of the coachman in the yard below, standing at present-arms and waiting for a chance. Then I hopped into the nursery and fired, and in the same instant the coachman fired at the red flash of my gun. Both of us were successful; I crippled a nurse, and he shot off all my back hair. We turned up the gas, and telephoned for a surgeon. There was not a sign of a burglar, and no window had been raised. One glass was absent, but that was where the coachman’s charge had come through. Here was a fine mystery– a burglar alarm ‘going off’ at midnight of its own accord, and not a burglar in the neighborhood!


“The expert answered the usual call, and explained that it was a ‘False alarm.’ Said it was easily fixed. So he overhauled the nursery window, charged a remunerative figure for it, and departed.


“What we suffered from false alarms for the next three years no stylographic pen can describe. During the next three months I always flew with my gun to the room indicated, and the coachman always sallied forth with his battery to support me. But there was never anything to shoot at– windows all tight and secure. We always sent down for the expert next day, and he fixed those particular windows so they would keep quiet a week or so, and always remembered to send us a bill about like this:






	

Wire




	

	$2.15




	

Nipple




	

	.75




	

Two hours’ labor




	

	1.50




	

Wax




	

	.47




	

Tape




	

	.34




	

Screws




	

	.15




	

Recharging battery




	

	.98




	

Three hours’ labor




	

	2.25
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	.02




	

Lard
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Pond’s Extract




	

	1.25




	

Springs at .50




	

	2.00




	

Railroad fares




	

	7.25




	




	

	

	$19.77








“At length a perfectly natural thing came about– after we had answered three or four hundred false alarms– to wit, we stopped answering them. Yes, I simply rose up calmly, when slammed across the house by the alarm, calmly inspected the annunciator, took note of the room indicated; and then calmly disconnected that room from the alarm, and went back to bed as if nothing had happened. Moreover, I left that room off permanently, and did not send for the expert. Well, it goes without saying that in the course of time all the rooms were taken off, and the entire machine was out of service.


“It was at this unprotected time that the heaviest calamity of all happened. The burglars walked in one night and carried off the burglar alarm! yes, sir, every hide and hair of it: ripped it out, tooth and nail; springs, bells, gongs, battery, and all; they took a hundred and fifty miles of copper wire; they just cleaned her out, bag and baggage, and never left us a vestige of her to swear at– swear by, I mean.


“We had a time of it to get her back; but we accomplished it finally, for money. The alarm firm said that what we needed now was to have her put in right– with their new patent springs in the windows to make false alarms impossible, and their new patent clock attached to take off and put on the alarm morning and night without human assistance. That seemed a good scheme. They promised to have the whole thing finished in ten days. They began work, and we left for the summer. They worked a couple of days; then they left for the summer. After which the burglars moved in, and began their summer vacation. When we returned in the fall, the house was as empty as a beer closet in premises where painters have been at work. We refurnished, and then sent down to hurry up the expert. He came up and finished the job, and said: ‘Now this clock is set to put on the alarm every night at 10, and take it off every morning at 5:45. All you’ve got to do is to wind her up every week, and then leave her alone– she will take care of the alarm herself.’


“After that we had a most tranquil season during three months. The bill was prodigious, of course, and I had said I would not pay it until the new machinery had proved itself to be flawless. The time stipulated was three months. So I paid the bill, and the very next day the alarm went to buzzing like ten thousand bee swarms at ten o’clock in the morning. I turned the hands around twelve hours, according to instructions, and this took off the alarm; but there was another hitch at night, and I had to set her ahead twelve hours once more to get her to put the alarm on again. That sort of nonsense went on a week or two, then the expert came up and put in a new clock. He came up every three months during the next three years, and put in a new clock. But it was always a failure. His clocks all had the same perverse defect: they would put the alarm on in the daytime, and they would not put it on at night; and if you forced it on yourself, they would take it off again the minute your back was turned.


“Now there is the history of that burglar alarm– everything just as it happened; nothing extenuated, and naught set down in malice. Yes, sir, – and when I had slept nine years with burglars, and maintained an expensive burglar alarm the whole time, for their protection, not mine, and at my sole cost– for not a d——d cent could I ever get them to contribute– I just said to Mrs. McWilliams that I had had enough of that kind of pie; so with her full consent I took the whole thing out and traded it off for a dog, and shot the dog. I don’t know what you think about it, Mr. Twain; but I think those things are made solely in the interest of the burglars. Yes, sir, a burglar alarm combines in its person all that is objectionable about a fire, a riot, and a harem, and at the same time had none of the compensating advantages, of one sort or another, that customarily belong with that combination. Good-bye: I get off here.”







11Babies as Burglar Alarms



Mark Twain was asked to contribute to the paper issued at the fair in aid of abused children, in Boston, and responded as follows:






Hartford,

Nov. 30,1880.



Dear Editors: I do it with pleasure,... but I also do it with pain, because I am not in sympathy with this movement. Why should I want a “Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children” to prosper when I have a baby down stairs that kept me awake several hours last night with no pretext for it but a desire to make trouble? This occurs every night, and it embitters me, because I see now how needless it was to put in the other burglar alarm, a costly and complicated contrivance, which cannot be depended upon, because it’s always getting out of order and won’t “go,” whereas, although the baby is always getting out of order, too, it can nevertheless be depended on, for the reason that the more it gets out of order the more it does go.


Yes, I am bitter against your society, for I think the idea of it is all wrong; but if you will start a Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Fathers, I will write you a whole book.




Yours with emotion,


Mark Twain.







12A Couple of Poems

by Twain and Moore




Those Evening Bells


BY THOMAS MOORE



Those evening bells! those evening bells!


How many a tale their music tells


Of youth, and home, and that sweet time


When last I heard their soothing chime.





Those joyous hours are passed away;


And many a heart that then was gay,


Within the tomb now darkly dwells,


And hears no more those evening bells.





And so ’twill be when I am gone


That tuneful peal will still ring on;


While other bards shall walk these dells,


And sing your praise, sweet evening bells.






Those Annual Bills


BY MARK TWAIN



These annual bills! these annual bills!


How many a song their discord trills


Of “truck” consumed, enjoyed, forgot,


Since I was skinned by last year’s lot!





Those joyous beans are passed away;


Those onions blithe, O where are they?


Once loved, lost, mourned– now vexing ILLS


Your shades troop back in annual bills!





And so ’twill be when I’m aground


These yearly duns will still go round,


While other bards, with frantic quills,


Shall damn and damn these annual bills!









13Some Learned Fables, for Good Old Boys and Girls


IN THREE PARTS







PART FIRST.


How the Animals of the Wood Sent out a Scientific Expedition




ONCE THE CREATURES of the forest held a great convention and appointed a commission consisting of the most illustrious scientists among them to go forth, clear beyond the forest and out into the unknown and unexplored world, to verify the truth of the matters already taught in their schools and colleges and also to make discoveries. It was the most imposing enterprise of the kind the nation had ever embarked in. True, the government had once sent Dr. Bull Frog, with a picked crew, to hunt for a northwesterly passage through the swamp to the right-hand corner of the wood, and had since sent out many expeditions to hunt for Dr. Bull Frog; but they never could find him, and so government finally gave him up and ennobled his mother to show its gratitude for the services her son had rendered to science. And once government sent Sir Grass Hopper to hunt for the sources of the rill that emptied into the swamp; and afterward sent out many expeditions to hunt for Sir Grass, and at last they were successful– they found his body, but if he had discovered the sources meantime, he did not let on. So government acted handsomely by deceased, and many envied his funeral.


But these expeditions were trifles compared with the present one; for this one comprised among its servants the very greatest among the learned; and besides it was to go to the utterly unvisited regions believed to lie beyond the mighty forest– as we have remarked before. How the members were banqueted, and glorified, and talked about! Everywhere that one of them showed himself, straightway there was a crowd to gape and stare at him.


Finally they set off, and it was a sight to see the long procession of dry-land Tortoises heavily laden with savants, scientific instruments, Glow-Worms and Fire-Flies for signal service, provisions, Ants and Tumble-Bugs to fetch and carry and delve, Spiders to carry the surveying chain and do other engineering duty, and so forth and so on; and after the Tortoises came another long train of ironclads– stately and spacious Mud Turtles for marine transportation service; and from every Tortoise and every Turtle flaunted a flaming gladiolus or other splendid banner; at the head of the column a great band of Bumble-Bees, Mosquitoes, Katydids, and Crickets discoursed martial music; and the entire train was under the escort and protection of twelve picked regiments of the Army Worm.


At the end of three weeks the expedition emerged from the forest and looked upon the great Unknown World. Their eyes were greeted with an impressive spectacle. A vast level plain stretched before them, watered by a sinuous stream; and beyond there towered up against the sky along and lofty barrier of some kind, they did not know what. The Tumble-Bug said he believed it was simply land tilted up on its edge, because he knew he could see trees on it. But Professor Snail and the others said:


“You are hired to dig, sir– that is all. We need your muscle, not your brains. When we want your opinion on scientific matters, we will hasten to let you know. Your coolness is intolerable, too– loafing about here meddling with august matters of learning, when the other laborers are pitching camp. Go along and help handle the baggage.”


The Tumble-Bug turned on his heel uncrushed, unabashed, observing to himself, “If it isn’t land tilted up, let me die the death of the unrighteous.”


Professor Bull Frog (nephew of the late explorer) said he believed the ridge was the wall that inclosed the earth. He continued:


“Our fathers have left us much learning, but they had not traveled far, and so we may count this a noble new discovery. We are safe for renown now, even though our labors began and ended with this single achievement. I wonder what this wall is built of? Can it be fungus? Fungus is an honorable good thing to build a wall of.”


Professor Snail adjusted his field-glass and examined the rampart critically. Finally he said:


“‘The fact that it is not diaphanous convinces me that it is a dense vapor formed by the calorification of ascending moisture dephlogisticated by refraction. A few endiometrical experiments would confirm this, but it is not necessary.– The thing is obvious.”


So he shut up his glass and went into his shell to make a note of the discovery of the world’s end, and the nature of it.


“Profound mind!” said Professor Angle-Worm to Professor Field-Mouse; “profound mind! nothing can long remain a mystery to that august brain.”


Night drew on apace, the sentinel crickets were posted, the Glow-Worm and Fire-Fly lamps were lighted, and the camp sank to silence and sleep. After breakfast in the morning, the expedition moved on. About noon a great avenue was reached, which had in it two endless parallel bars of some kind of hard black substance, raised the height of the tallest Bull Frog, above the general level. The scientists climbed up on these and examined and tested them in various ways. They walked along them for a great distance, but found no end and no break in them. They could arrive at no decision. There was nothing in the records of science that mentioned anything of this kind. But at last the bald and venerable geographer, Professor Mud Turtle, a person who, born poor, and of a drudging low family, had, by his own native force raised himself to the headship of the geographers of his generation, said:


“‘My friends, we have indeed made a discovery here. We have found in a palpable, compact, and imperishable state what the wisest of our fathers always regarded as a mere thing of the imagination. Humble yourselves, my friends, for we stand in a majestic presence. These are parallels of latitude!”


Every heart and every head was bowed, so awful, so sublime was the magnitude of the discovery. Many shed tears.


The camp was pitched and the rest of the day given up to writing voluminous accounts of the marvel, and correcting astronomical tables to fit it. Toward midnight a demoniacal shriek was heard, then a clattering and rumbling noise, and the next instant a vast terrific eye shot by, with a long tail attached, and disappeared in the gloom, still uttering triumphant shrieks.


The poor damp laborers were stricken to the heart with fright, and stampeded for the high grass in a body. But not the scientists. They had no superstitions. They calmly proceeded to exchange theories. The ancient geographer’s opinion was asked. He went into his shell and deliberated long and profoundly. When he came out at last, they all knew by his worshiping countenance that he brought light. Said he:


“Give thanks for this stupendous thing which we have been permitted to witness. It is the Vernal Equinox!”


There were shoutings and great rejoicings.


“But,” said the Angle-Worm, uncoiling after reflection, “this is dead summer-time.”


“Very well,” said the Turtle, “we are far from our region; the season differs with the difference of time between the two points.”


“Ah, true: True enough. But it is night. How should the sun pass in the night?”


“In these distant regions he doubtless passes always in the night at this hour.”


“Yes, doubtless that is true. But it being night, how is it that we could see him?”


“It is a great mystery. I grant that. But I am persuaded that the humidity of the atmosphere in these remote regions is such that particles of daylight adhere to the disk and it was by aid of these that we were enabled to see the sun in the dark.”


This was deemed satisfactory, and due entry was made of the decision.


But about this moment those dreadful shriekings were heard again; again the rumbling and thundering came speeding up out of the night; and once more a flaming great eye flashed by and lost itself in gloom and distance.


The camp laborers gave themselves up for lost. The savants were sorely perplexed. Here was a marvel hard to account for. They thought and they talked, they talked and they thought. Finally the learned and aged Lord Grand-Daddy-Longlegs, who had been sitting in deep study, with his slender limbs crossed and his stemmy arms folded, said:


“Deliver your opinions, brethren, and then I will tell my thought– for I think I have solved this problem.”


“So be it, good your lordship,” piped the weak treble of the wrinkled and withered Professor Woodlouse, “for we shall hear from your lordship’s lips naught but wisdom.” (Here the speaker threw in a mess of trite, threadbare, exasperating quotations from the ancient poets and philosophers, delivering them with unction in the sounding grandeurs of the original tongues, they being from the Mastodon, the Dodo, and other dead languages.) “Perhaps I ought not to presume to meddle with matters pertaining to astronomy at all, in such a presence as this, I who have made it the business of my life to delve only among the riches of the extinct languages and unearth the opulence of their ancient lore; but still, as unacquainted as I am with the noble science of astronomy, I beg with deference and humility to suggest that inasmuch as the last of these wonderful apparitions proceeded in exactly the opposite direction from that pursued by the first, which you decide to be the Vernal Equinox, and greatly resembled it in all particulars, is it not possible, nay certain, that this last is the Autumnal Equi—”


“O-o-o!” “O-o-o! go to bed! go to bed!” with annoyed derision from everybody. So the poor old Woodlouse retreated out of sight, consumed with shame.


Further discussion followed, and then the united voice of the commission begged Lord Longlegs to speak. He said:


“Fellow-scientists, it is my belief that we have witnessed a thing which has occurred in perfection but once before in the knowledge of created beings. It is a phenomenon of inconceivable importance and interest, view it as one may, but its interest to us is vastly heightened by an added knowledge of its nature which no scholar has heretofore possessed or even suspected. This great marvel which we have just witnessed, fellow-savants (it almost takes my breath away!) is nothing less than the transit of Venus!”


Every scholar sprang to his feet pale with astonishment. Then ensued tears, handshakings, frenzied embraces, and the most extravagant jubilations of every sort. But by and by, as emotion began to retire within bounds, and reflection to return to the front, the accomplished Chief Inspector Lizard observed:


“But how is this? Venus should traverse the sun’s surface, not the earth’s.”


The arrow went home. It earned sorrow to the breast of every apostle of learning there, for none could deny that this was a formidable criticism. But tranquilly the venerable Duke crossed his limbs behind his ears and said:


“My friend has touched the marrow of our mighty discovery. Yes– all that have lived before us thought a transit of Venus consisted of a flight across the sun’s face; they thought it, they maintained it, they honestly believed it, simple hearts, and were justified in it by the limitations of their knowledge; but to us has been granted the inestimable boon of proving that the transit occurs across the earth’s face, for we have SEEN it!”


The assembled wisdom sat in speechless adoration of this imperial intellect. All doubts had instantly departed, like night before the lightning.


The Tumble-Bug had just intruded, unnoticed. He now came reeling forward among the scholars, familiarly slapping first one and then another on the shoulder, saying “Nice (’ic) nice old boy!” and smiling a smile of elaborate content. Arrived at a good position for speaking, he put his left arm akimbo with his knuckles planted in his hip just under the edge of his cut-away coat, bent his right leg, placing his toe on the ground and resting his heel with easy grace against his left shin, puffed out his aldermanic stomach, opened his lips, leaned his right elbow on Inspector Lizard’s shoulder, and—


But the shoulder was indignantly withdrawn and the hard-handed son of toil went to earth. He floundered a bit, but came up smiling, arranged his attitude with the same careful detail as before, only choosing Professor Dogtick’s shoulder for a support, opened his lips and—


Went to earth again. He presently scrambled up once more, still smiling, made a loose effort to brush the dust off his coat and legs, but a smart pass of his hand missed entirely, and the force of the unchecked impulse stewed him suddenly around, twisted his legs together, and projected him, limber and sprawling, into the lap of the Lord Longlegs. Two or three scholars sprang forward, flung the low creature head over heels into a corner, and reinstated the patrician, smoothing his ruffled dignity with many soothing and regretful speeches. Professor Bull Frog roared out:


“No more of this, sirrah Tumble-Bug! Say your say and then get you about your business with speed! Quick– what is your errand? Come– move off a trifle; you smell like a stable; what have you been at?”


“Please (’ic!) please your worship I chanced to light upon a find. But no m(e-uck!) matter ’bout that. There’s b(’ic!) been another find which– beg pardon, your honors, what was that th(’ic!) thing that ripped by here first?”


“It was the Vernal Equinox.”


“Inf(’ic!)fernal equinox. ’At’s all right. D(’ic !) Dunno him. What’s other one?”


“The transit of Venus.”


“G(’ic!) Got me again. No matter. Las’ one dropped something.”


“Ah, indeed! Good luck! Good news! Quick– what is it?”


“M(’ic!) Mosey out ’n’ see. It’ll pay.”


No more votes were taken for four-and-twenty hours. Then the following entry was made:



“The commission went in a body to view the find. It was found to consist of a hard, smooth, huge object with a rounded summit surmounted by a short upright projection resembling a section of a cabbage stalk divided transversely. This projection was not solid, but was a hollow cylinder plugged with a soft woody substance unknown to our region– that is, it had been so plugged, but unfortunately this obstruction had been heedlessly removed by Norway Rat, Chief of the Sappers and Miners, before our arrival. The vast object before us, so mysteriously conveyed from the glittering domains of space, was found to be hollow and nearly filled with a pungent liquid of a brownish hue, like rainwater that has stood for some time. And such a spectacle as met our view! Norway Rat was perched upon the summit engaged in thrusting his tail into the cylindrical projection, drawing it out dripping, permitting the struggling multitude of laborers to suck the end of it, then straightway reinserting it and delivering the fluid to the mob as before. Evidently this liquor had strangely potent qualities; for all that partook of it were immediately exalted with great and pleasurable emotions, and went staggering about singing ribald songs, embracing, fighting, dancing, discharging irruptions of profanity, and defying all authority. Around us struggled a massed and uncontrolled mob– uncontrolled and likewise uncontrollable, for the whole army, down to the very sentinels, were mad like the rest, by reason of the drink. We were seized upon by these reckless creatures, and within the hour we, even we, were undistinguishable from the rest– the demoralization was complete and universal. In time the camp wore itself out with its orgies and sank into a stolid and pitiable stupor, in whose mysterious bonds rank was forgotten and strange bedfellows made, our eyes, at the resurrection, being blasted and our souls petrified with the incredible spectacle of that intolerable stinking scavenger, the Tumble-Bug, and the illustrious patrician my Lord Grand Daddy, Duke of Longlegs, lying soundly steeped in sleep, and clasped lovingly in each other’s arms, the like whereof hath not been seen in all the ages that tradition compasseth, and doubtless none shall ever in this world find faith to master the belief of it save only we that have beheld the damnable and unholy vision. Thus inscrutable be the ways of God, whose will be done!


“This day, by order, did the engineer-in-chief, Herr Spider, rig the necessary tackle for the overturning of the vast reservoir, and so its calamitous contents were discharged in a torrent upon the thirsty earth, which drank it up, and now there is no more danger, we reserving but a few drops for experiment and scrutiny, and to exhibit to the king and subsequently preserve among the wonders of the museum. What this liquid is has been determined. It is without question that fierce and most destructive fluid called lightning. It was wrested, in its container, from its storehouse in the clouds, by the resistless might of the flying planet, and hurled at our feet as she sped by. An interesting discovery here results. Which is, that lightning, kept to itself, is quiescent; it is the assaulting contact of the thunderbolt that releases it from captivity, ignites its awful fires, and so produces an instantaneous combustion and explosion which spread disaster and desolation far and wide in the earth.”




After another day devoted to rest and recovery, the expedition proceeded upon its way. Some days later it went into camp in a pleasant part of the plain, and the savants sallied forth to see what they might find. Their reward was at hand. Professor Bull Frog discovered a strange tree, and called his comrades. They inspected it with profound interest. It was very tall and straight, and wholly devoid of bark, limbs, or foliage. By triangulation Lord Longlegs determined its altitude; Herr Spider measured its circumference at the base and computed the circumference at its top by a mathematical demonstration based upon the warrant furnished by the uniform degree of its taper upward. It was considered a very extraordinary find; and since it was a tree of a hitherto unknown species, Professor Woodlouse gave it a name of a learned sound, being none other than that of Professor Bull Frog translated into the ancient Mastodon language, for it had always been the custom with discoverers to perpetuate their names and honor themselves by this sort of connection with their discoveries.


Now Professor Field-Mouse having placed his sensitive ear to the tree, detected a rich, harmonious sound issuing from it. This surprising thing was tested and enjoyed by each scholar in turn, and great was the gladness and astonishment of all. Professor Woodlouse was requested to add to and extend the tree’s name so as to make it suggest the musical quality it possessed– which he did, furnishing the addition Anthem Singer, done into the Mastodon tongue.


By this time Professor Snail was making some telescopic inspections. He discovered a great number of these trees, extending in a single rank, with wide intervals between, as far as his instrument would carry, both southward and northward. He also presently discovered that all these trees were bound together, near their tops, by fourteen great ropes, one above another, which ropes were continuous, from tree to tree, as far as his vision could reach. This was surprising. Chief Engineer Spider ran aloft and soon reported that these ropes were simply a web hung thereby some colossal member of his own species, for he could see its prey dangling here and there from the strands, in the shape of mighty shreds and rags that had a woven look about their texture and were no doubt the discarded skins of prodigious insects which had been caught and eaten. And then he ran along one of the ropes to make a closer inspection, but felt a smart sudden burn on the soles of his feet, accompanied by a paralyzing shock, wherefore he let go and swung himself to the earth by a thread of his own spinning, and advised all to hurry at once to camp, lest the monster should appear and get as much interested in the savants as they were in him and his works. So they departed with speed, making notes about the gigantic web as they went. And that evening the naturalist of the expedition built a beautiful model of the colossal spider, having no need to see it in order to do this, because he had picked up a fragment of its vertebrae by the tree, and so knew exactly what the creature looked like and what its habits and its preferences were by this simple evidence alone. He built it with a tail, teeth, fourteen legs, and a snout, and said it ate grass, cattle, pebbles, and dirt with equal enthusiasm. This animal was regarded as a very precious addition to science. It was hoped a dead one might be found to stuff. Professor Woodlouse thought that he and his brother scholars, by lying hid and being quiet, might maybe catch a live one. He was advised to try it. Which was all the attention that was paid to his suggestion. The conference ended with the naming the monster after the naturalist, since he, after God, had created it.


“And improved it, mayhap,” muttered the Tumble-Bug, who was intruding again, according to his idle custom and his unappeasable curiosity.


END OF PART FIRST





PART SECOND.


How the Animals of the Wood Completed Their Scientific Labors




AWEEK LATER the expedition camped in the midst of a collection of wonderful curiosities. These were a sort of vast caverns of stone that rose singly and in bunches out of the plain by the side of the river which they had first seen when they emerged from the forest. These caverns stood in long, straight rows on opposite sides of broad aisles that were bordered with single ranks of trees. The summit of each cavern sloped sharply both ways. Several horizontal rows of great square holes, obstructed by a thin, shiny, transparent substance, pierced the frontage of each cavern. Inside were caverns within caverns; and one might ascend and visit these minor compartments by means of curious winding ways consisting of continuous regular terraces raised one above another. There were many huge, shapeless objects in each compartment which were considered to have been living creatures at one time, though now the thin brown skin was shrunken and loose, and rattled when disturbed. Spiders were here in great number, and their cobwebs, stretched in all directions and wreathing the great skinny dead together, were a pleasant spectacle, since they inspired with life and wholesome cheer a scene which would otherwise have brought to the mind only a sense of forsakenness and desolation. Information was sought of these spiders, but in vain. They were of a different nationality from those with the expedition, and their language seemed but a musical, meaningless jargon. They were a timid, gentle race, but ignorant, and heathenish worshipers of unknown gods. The expedition detailed a great detachment of missionaries to teach them the true religion, and in a week’s time a precious work had been wrought among those darkened creatures, not three families being by that time at peace with each other or having a settled belief in any system of religion whatever. This encouraged the expedition to establish a colony of missionaries there permanently, that the work of grace might go on.


But let us not outrun our narrative. After close examination of the fronts of the caverns, and much thinking and exchanging of theories, the scientists determined the nature of these singular formations. They said that each belonged mainly to the Old Red Sandstone period; that the cavern fronts rose in innumerable and wonderfully regular strata high in the air, each stratum about five frog-spans thick, and that in the present discovery lay an overpowering refutation of all received geology; for between every two layers of Old Red Sandstone reposed a thin layer of decomposed limestone; so instead of there having been but one Old Red Sandstone period there had certainly been not less than a hundred and seventy-five! And by the same token it was plain that there had also been a hundred and seventy-five floodings of the earth and depositings of limestone strata! The unavoidable deduction from which pair of facts was the overwhelming truth that the world, instead of being only two hundred thousand years old, was older by millions upon millions of years! And there was another curious thing: every stratum of Old Red Sandstone was pierced and divided at mathematically regular intervals by vertical strata of limestone. Up-shootings of igneous rock through fractures in water formations were common; but here was the first instance where water-formed rock had been so projected. It was a great and noble discovery, and its value to science was considered to be inestimable.


A critical examination of some of the lower strata demonstrated the presence of fossil ants and tumble-bugs (the latter accompanied by their peculiar goods), and with high gratification the fact was enrolled upon the scientific record; for this was proof that these vulgar laborers belonged to the first and lowest orders of created beings, though at the same time there was something repulsive in the reflection that the perfect and exquisite creature of the modern uppermost order owed its origin to such ignominious beings through the mysterious law of Development of Species.


The Tumble-Bug, overhearing this discussion, said he was willing that the parvenus of these new times should find what comfort they might in their wise-drawn theories, since as far as he was concerned he was content to be of the old first families and proud to point back to his place among the old original aristocracy of the land.


“Enjoy your mushroom dignity, stinking of the varnish of yesterday’s veneering, since you like it,” said he; “suffice it for the Tumble-Bugs that they come of a race that rolled their fragrant spheres down the solemn aisles of antiquity, and left their imperishable works embalmed in the Old Red Sandstone to proclaim it to the wasting centuries as they file along the highway of Time!”


“Oh, take a walk!” said the chief of the expedition, with derision.


The summer passed, and winter approached. In and about many of the caverns were what seemed to be inscriptions. Most of the scientists said they were inscriptions, a few said they were not. The chief philologist, Professor Woodlouse, maintained that they were writings, done in a character utterly unknown to scholars, and in a language equally unknown. He had early ordered his artists and draftsmen to make facsimiles of all that were discovered; and had set himself about finding the key to the hidden tongue. In this work he had followed the method which had always been used by decipherers previously. That is to say, he placed a number of copies of inscriptions before him and studied them both collectively and in detail. To begin with, he placed the following copies together:






	THE AMERICAN HOTEL.

	MEALS AT ALL HOURS.




	THE SHADES.

	NO SMOKING.




	BOATS FOR HIRE CHEAP.

	UNION PRAYER MEETING, 6 P.M.




	BILLIARDS.

	THE WATERSIDE JOURNAL.




	THE A1 BARBER SHOP.

	TELEGRAPH OFFICE.




	KEEP OFF THE GRASS.

	TRY BRANDRETH’S PILLS.









	COTTAGES FOR RENT DURING THE WATERING SEASON.









	FOR SALE CHEAP.

	FOR SALE CHEAP.




	FOR SALE CHEAP.

	FOR SALE CHEAP.








At first it seemed to the professor that this was a sign-language, and that each word was represented by a distinct sign; further examination convinced him that it was a written language, and that every letter of its alphabet was represented by a character of its own; and finally he decided that it was a language which conveyed itself partly by letters, and partly by signs or hieroglyphics. This conclusion was forced upon him by the discovery of several specimens of the following nature:


He observed that certain inscriptions were met with in greater frequency than others. Such as “For Sale Cheap”; “Billiards”; “S. T.– 1860– X”; “Keno”; “Ale on Draft.” Naturally, then, these must be religious maxims. But this idea was cast aside by and by, as the mystery of the strange alphabet began to clear itself. In time, the professor was enabled to translate several of the inscriptions with considerable plausibility, though not to the perfect satisfaction of all the scholars. Still, he made constant and encouraging progress.


Finally a cavern was discovered with these inscriptions upon it:



WATERSIDE MUSEUM.

Open at All Hours.Admission 50 cents.

Wonderful Collection of Wax-Works, Ancient Fossils, etc.




Professor Woodlouse affirmed that the word “Museum” was equivalent to the phrase “lumgath molo,” or “Burial Place.” Upon entering, the scientists were well astonished. But what they saw may be best conveyed in the language of their own official report:



“Erect, in a row, were a sort of rigid great figures which struck us instantly as belonging to the long extinct species of reptile called Man, described in our ancient records. This was a peculiarly gratifying discovery, because of late times it has become fashionable to regard this creature as a myth and a superstition, a work of the inventive imaginations of our remote ancestors. But here, indeed, was Man, perfectly preserved, in a fossil state. And this was his burial place, as already ascertained by the inscription. And now it began to be suspected that the caverns we had been inspecting had been his ancient haunts in that old time that he roamed the earth– for upon the breast of each of these tall fossils was an inscription in the character heretofore noticed. One read, ‘Captain Kidd The Pirate’; another, ‘Queen Victoria’; another, ‘Abe Lincoln’; another, ‘George Washington,’ etc.


“With feverish interest we called for our ancient scientific records to discover if perchance the description of Man there set down would tally with the fossils before us. Professor Woodlouse read it aloud in its quaint and musty phraseology, to wit:



“‘In ye time of our fathers Man still walked ye earth, as by tradition we know. It was a creature of exceeding great size, being compassed about with a loose skin, sometimes of one color, sometimes of many, the which it was able to cast at will; which being done, the hind legs were discovered to be armed with short claws like to a mole’s but broader, and ye forelegs with fingers of a curious slimness and a length much more prodigious than a frog’s, armed also with broad talons for scratching in ye earth for its food. It had a sort of feathers upon its head such as hath a rat, but longer, and a beak suitable for seeking its food by ye smell thereof. When it was stirred with happiness, it leaked water from its eyes; and when it suffered or was sad, it manifested it with a horrible hellish cackling clamor that was exceeding dreadful to hear and made one long that it might rend itself and perish, and so end its troubles. Two Mans being together, they uttered noises at each other like this: “Haw-haw-haw– dam good, dam good,” together with other sounds of more or less likeness to these, wherefore ye poets conceived that they talked, but poets be always ready to catch at any frantic folly, God he knows. Sometimes this creature goeth about with a long stick ye which it putteth to its face and bloweth fire and smoke through ye same with a sudden and most damnable bruit and noise that doth fright its prey to death, and so seizeth it in its talons and walketh away to its habitat, consumed with a most fierce and devilish joy.’




“Now was the description set forth by our ancestors wonderfully indorsed and confirmed by the fossils before us, as shall be seen. The specimen marked ‘Captain Kidd’ was examined in detail. Upon its head and part of its face was a sort of fur like that upon the tail of a horse. With great labor its loose skin was removed, whereupon its body was discovered to be of a polished white texture, thoroughly petrified. The straw it had eaten, so many ages gone by, was still in its body, undigested– and even in its legs.


“Surrounding these fossils were objects that would mean nothing to the ignorant, but to the eye of science they were a revelation. They laid bare the secrets of dead ages. These musty Memorials told us when Man lived, and what were his habits. For here, side by side with Man, were the evidences that he had lived in the earliest ages of creation, the companion of the other low orders of life that belonged to that forgotten time. Here was the fossil nautilus that sailed the primeval seas; here was the skeleton of the mastodon, the ichthyosaurus, the cave-bear, the prodigious elk. Here, also, were the charred bones of some of these extinct animals and of the young of Man’s own species, split lengthwise, showing that to his taste the marrow was a toothsome luxury. It was plain that Man had robbed those bones of their contents, since no tooth-mark of any beast was upon them albeit the Tumble-Bug intruded the remark that ‘no beast could mark a bone with its teeth, anyway.’ Here were proofs that Man had vague, groveling notions of art; for this fact was conveyed by certain things marked with the untranslatable words, ‘Flint Hatchets, Knives, Arrow-Heads, and Bone Ornaments of Primeval Man.’ Some of these seemed to be rude weapons chipped out of flint, and in a secret place was found some more in process of construction, with this untranslatable legend, on a thin, flimsy material, lying by:



“‘Jones, if you don’t want to be discharged from the Musseum, make the next primeaveal weppons more careful– you couldn’t even fool one of these sleepy old syentific grannys from the Coledge with the last ones. And mind you the animles you carved on some of the Bone Ornaments is a blame sight too good for any primeaveal man that was ever fooled.

—Varnum, Manager.’




“Back of the burial place was a mass of ashes, showing that Man always had a feast at a funeral– else why the ashes in such a place; and showing, also, that he believed in God and the immortality of the soil– else why these solemn ceremonies?


“To, sum up. We believe that Man had a written language. We know that he indeed existed at one time, and is not a myth; also, that he was the companion of the cave-bear, the mastodon, and other extinct species; that he cooked and ate them and likewise the young of his own kind; also, that he bore rude weapons, and knew something of art; that he imagined he had a soul, and pleased himself with the fancy that it was immortal. But let us not laugh; there may be creatures in existence to whom we and our vanities and profundities may seem as ludicrous.”




END OF PART SECOND





PART THIRD.




NEAR THE MARGIN of the great river the scientists presently found a huge, shapely stone, with this inscription:



“In 1847, in the spring, the river overflowed its banks and covered the whole township. The depth was from two to six feet. More than 900 head of cattle were lost, and many homes destroyed. The Mayor ordered this memorial to be erected to perpetuate the event. God spare us the repetition of it!”




With infinite trouble, Professor Woodlouse succeeded in making a translation of this inscription, which was sent home, and straightway an enormous excitement was created about it. It confirmed, in a remarkable way, certain treasured traditions of the ancients. The translation was slightly marred by one or two untranslatable words, but these did not impair the general clearness of the meaning. It is here presented:



“One thousand eight hundred and forty-seven years ago, the (fires?) descended and consumed the whole city. Only some nine hundred souls were saved, all others destroyed. The (king?) commanded this stone to be set up to ... (untranslatable) ... prevent the repetition of it.”




This was the first successful and satisfactory translation that had been made of the mysterious character let behind him by extinct man, and it gave Professor Woodlouse such reputation that at once every seat of learning in his native land conferred a degree of the most illustrious grade upon him, and it was believed that if he had been a soldier and had turned his splendid talents to the extermination of a remote tribe of reptiles, the king would have ennobled him and made him rich. And this, too, was the origin of that school of scientists called Manologists, whose specialty is the deciphering of the ancient records of the extinct bird termed Man. (For it is now decided that Man was a bird and not a reptile.) But Professor Woodlouse began and remained chief of these, for it was granted that no translations were ever so free from error as his. Others made mistakes he seemed incapable of it. Many a memorial of the lost race was afterward found, but none ever attained to the renown and veneration achieved by the “Mayoritish Stone” it being so called from the word “Mayor” in it, which, being translated “King,” “Mayoritish Stone” was but another way of saying “King Stone.”


Another time the expedition made a great “find.” It was a vast round flattish mass, ten frog-spans in diameter and five or six high. Professor Snail put on his spectacles and examined it all around, and then climbed up and inspected the top. He said:


“The result of my perlustration and perscontation of this isoperimetrical protuberance is a belief at it is one of those rare and wonderful creation left by the Mound Builders. The fact that this one is lamellibranchiate in its formation, simply adds to its interest as being possibly of a different kind from any we read of in the records of science, but yet in no manner marring its authenticity. Let the megalophonous grasshopper sound a blast and summon hither the perfunctory and circumforaneous Tumble-Bug, to the end that excavations may be made and learning gather new treasures.”


Not a Tumble-Bug could be found on duty, so the Mound was excavated by a working party of Ants. Nothing was discovered. This would have been a great disappointment, had not the venerable Longlegs explained the matter. He said:


“It is now plain to me that the mysterious and forgotten race of Mound Builders did not always erect these edifices as mausoleums, else in this case, as in all previous cases, their skeletons would be found here, along with the rude implements which the creatures used in life. Is not this manifest?”


“True! true!” from everybody.


“Then we have made a discovery of peculiar value here; a discovery which greatly extends our knowledge of this creature in place of diminishing it; a discovery which will add luster to the achievements of this expedition and win for us the commendations of scholars everywhere. For the absence of the customary relics here means nothing less than this: The Mound Builder, instead of being the ignorant, savage reptile we have been taught to consider him, was a creature of cultivation and high intelligence, capable of not only appreciating worthy achievements of the great and noble of his species, but of commemorating them! Fellow-scholars, this stately Mound is not a sepulcher, it is a monument!”


A profound impression was produced by this.


But it was interrupted by rude and derisive laughter– and the Tumble-Bug appeared.


“A monument!” quoth he. “A monument setup by a Mound Builder! Aye, so it is! So it is, indeed, to the shrewd keen eye of science; but to an, ignorant poor devil who has never seen a college, it is not a Monument, strictly speaking, but is yet a most rich and noble property; and with your worship’s good permission I will proceed to manufacture it into spheres of exceeding grace and—”


The Tumble-Bug was driven away with stripes, and the draftsmen of the expedition were set to making views of the Monument from different standpoints, while Professor Woodlouse, in a frenzy of scientific zeal, traveled all over it and all around it hoping to find an inscription. But if there had ever been one, it had decayed or been removed by some vandal as a relic.


The views having been completed, it was now considered safe to load the precious Monument itself upon the backs of four of the largest Tortoises and send it home to the king’s museum, which was done; and when it arrived it was received with enormous éclat and escorted to its future abiding-place by thousands of enthusiastic citizens, King Bullfrog XVI. himself attending and condescending to sit enthroned upon it throughout the progress.


The growing rigor of the weather was now admonishing the scientists to close their labors for the present, so they made preparations to journey homeward. But even their last day among the Caverns bore fruit; for one of the scholars found in an out-of-the-way corner of the Museum or “Burial Place” a most strange and extraordinary thing. It was nothing less than a double Man-Bird lashed together breast to breast by a natural ligament, and labeled with the untranslatable words, “Siamese Twins.” The official report concerning this thing closed thus:



“Wherefore it appears that there were in old times two distinct species of this majestic fowl, the one being single and the other double. Nature has a reason for all things. It is plain to the eye of science that the Double-Man originally inhabited a region where dangers abounded; hence he was paired together to the end that while one part slept the other might watch; and likewise that, danger being discovered, there might always be a double instead of a single power to oppose it. All honor to the mystery-dispelling eye of godlike Science!”




And near the Double Man-Bird was found what was plainly an ancient record of his, marked upon numberless sheets of a thin white substance and bound together. Almost the first glance that Professor Woodlouse threw into it revealed this following sentence, which he instantly translated and laid before the scientists, in a tremble, and it uplifted every soul there with exultation and astonishment:



“In truth it is believed by many that the lower animals reason and talk together.”




When the great official report of the expedition appeared, the above sentence bore this comment:



“Then there are lower animals than Man! This remarkable passage can mean nothing else. Man himself is extinct, but they may still exist. What can they be? Where do they inhabit? One’s enthusiasm bursts all bounds in the contemplation of the brilliant field of discovery and investigation here thrown open to science. We close our labors with the humble prayer that your Majesty will immediately appoint a commission and command it to rest not nor spare expense until the search for this hitherto unsuspected race of the creatures of God shall be crowned with success.”




The expedition then journeyed homeward after its long absence and its faithful endeavors, and was received with a mighty ovation by the whole grateful country. There were vulgar, ignorant carpers, of course, as there always are and always will be; and naturally one of these was the obscene Tumble-Bug. He said that all he had learned by his travels was that science only needed a spoonful of supposition to build a mountain of demonstrated fact out of; and that for the future he meant to be content with the knowledge that nature had made free to all creatures and not go prying into the august secrets of the Deity.







14A Fine Old Man




JOHN WAGNER, the oldest man in Buffalo– one hundred and four years old– recently walked a mile and a half in two weeks.


He is as cheerful and bright as any of these other old men that charge around so persistently and tiresomely in the newspapers, and in every way as remarkable.


Last November he walked five blocks in a rainstorm, without any shelter but an umbrella, and cast his vote for Grant, remarking that he had voted for forty-seven presidents– which was a lie.


His “second crop” of rich brown hair arrived from New York yesterday, and he has a new set of teeth coming– from Philadelphia.


He is to be married next week to a girl one hundred and two years old, who still takes in washing.


They have been engaged eighty years, but their parents persistently refused their consent until three days ago.


John Wagner is two years older than the Rhode Island veteran, and yet has never tasted a drop of liquor in his life– unless– unless you count whisky.







15Petition

Concerning Copyright




TO THE HONORABLE THE SENATE AND HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES IN CONGRESS ASSEMBLED:


Whereas, The Constitution guarantees equal rights to all, backed by the Declaration of Independence; and


Whereas, Under our laws, the right of property in real estate is perpetual; and


Whereas, Under our laws, the right of property in the literary result of a citizen’s intellectual labor is restricted to forty-two years; and


Whereas, Forty-two years seems an exceedingly just and righteous term, and a sufficiently long one for the retention of property;


Therefore, Your petitioner, having the good of his country solely at heart, humbly prays that “equal rights” and fair and equal treatment may be meted out to all citizens, by the restriction of rights in all property, real estate included, to the beneficent term of forty-two years. Then shall all men bless your honorable body and be happy. And for this will your petitioner ever pray.


Mark Twain.


A PARAGRAPH NOT ADDED TO THE PETITION


The charming absurdity of restricting property-rights in books to forty-two years sticks prominently out in the fact that hardly any man’s books ever live forty-two years, or even the half of it; and so, for the sake of getting a shabby advantage of the heirs of about one Scott or Burns or Milton in a hundred years, the lawmakers of the “Great” Republic are content to leave that poor little pilfering edict upon the statute-books. It is like an emperor lying in wait to rob a Phenix’s nest, and waiting the necessary century to get the chance.







16“Party Cries” in Ireland




BELFAST is a peculiarly religious community. This may be said of the whole of the North of Ireland. About one-half of the people are Protestants and the other half Catholics. Each party does all it can to make its own doctrines popular and draw the affections of the irreligious toward them. One hears constantly of the most touching instances of this zeal. A week ago a vast concourse of Catholics assembled at Armagh to dedicate a new Cathedral; and when they started home again the roadways were lined with groups of meek and lowly Protestants who stoned them till all the region round about was marked with blood. I thought that only Catholics argued in that way, but it seems to be a mistake.


Every man in the community is a missionary and carries a brick to admonish the erring with. The law has tried to break this up, but not with perfect success. It has decreed that irritating “party cries” shall not be indulged in, and that persons uttering them shall be fined forty shillings and costs. And so, in the police court reports every day, one sees these fines recorded. Last week a girl of twelve years old was fined the usual forty shillings and costs for proclaiming in the public streets that she was “a Protestant.” The usual cry is, “To hell with the Pope!” or “To hell with the Protestants!” according to the utterer’s system of salvation.


One of Belfast’s local jokes was very good. It referred to the uniform and inevitable fine of forty shillings and costs for uttering a party cry– and it is no economical fine for a poor man, either, by the way. They say that a policeman found a drunken man lying on the ground, up a dark alley, entertaining himself with shouting, “To hell with!” “To hell with!” The officer smelt a fine– informers get half.


“What’s that you say?”


“To hell with!”


“To hell with who? To hell with what?”


“Ah, bedad, ye can finish it yourself– it’s too expensive for me!”


I think the seditious disposition, restrained by the economical instinct, is finely put in that.







17The “Blind Letter” Department,

London P. O.




[image: ]


ABOUT THE MOST CURIOUS FEATURE of the London post-office is the “Blind-Letter” Department. Only one clerk is employed in it and sometimes his place is a sinecure for a day at a time, and then again it is just the reverse. His specialty is a wonderful knack in the way of deciphering atrocious penmanship. That man can read anything that is done with a pen. All superscriptions are carried to him which the mighty army of his fellow clerks cannot make out, and he spells them off like print and sends them on their way. He keeps, in a book, facsimiles of the most astonishing specimens he comes across.


[image: ]


He also keeps facsimiles of many of the envelopes that pass through the office with queer pictures drawn upon them. He was kind enough to have some of the picture-envelopes and execrable superscriptions copied for me, (the latter with “translations” added), and I here offer them for the inspection of the curious reader.
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TO THE MAJESTY THE QUEEN

AND THE PRINCESS OF WALES
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REV’D E. W. EDGELL

40 YORK ST., GLOUCESTER PLACE, LONDON
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FROM DR. LIVINGSTONE TO HIS DAUGHTER
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SENT BY ONE CLERGYMAN TO ANOTHER
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18A Persistent Beggar




To the Editor of the Courant


Sir: I have been unjust to a stranger today, or unfaithful to my duty as a citizen, I cannot yet determine which. I wish now to right that stranger if I have wronged him, and I wish also to retrieve my citizenship.


Here are the facts in the case: Yesterday evening while I was at dinner a card was brought to me bearing the inscription, “Prof. A_B_.” I said, “I do not know the Professor; ask him to excuse me; and if he should chance to call again, tell him to drop me a line through the Post Office and state his business.” [Experience has taught me that strangers never call upon a man with any other desire than to sell him a lightning-rod; and experience has also taught me that if you suggest the post to these parties, they respect your sagacity and do not trouble you any more.] But the Professor called again this morning at 10 o’clock, and sent up a couple of documents– documents so conspicuously dirty that it would be only fair and right to tax them as real estate. One of these papers was a petition for aid to establish a school in a Southern State, the petitioner justifying his appeal upon the ground that he had suffered for his Union sentiments in that State during the war. The supplication was signed, “A_B_, late candidate for the Legislature of” (said State). It seemed to me that of all the mild honors I had ever heard of men claiming, that of defeated candidate for legislative distinction was certainly the mildest.


Peering into the dirt of this paper, I perceived through the rich gloom a string of names, with “S10,” “$25,” “$50,” “$100,” and other sums, set opposite them. Several were well-known Hartford names, others were familiar New York names. A few seemed to be autograph signatures, the rest not. “Hon.” Peter Cooper was down for a generous sum; so also was “Hon.” W. C. Bryant– both in a foreign hand. Just think of the idea of trying to add dignity to the old poet’s name by sticking that paltry “Hon.” to it!


I turned to the late candidate’s other soiled document. It was a letter-sheet with half a dozen grimy “notices” from village newspapers pasted on it. These were all highly complimentary to “Hon.” A_B_, “the great English elocutionist and reader.” [There was also gratuitous mention of the smallness of one of the audiences he had enchanted– a remark which might as well have been left out.]


I said to myself: Last night this person was “Prof.” A_B_; in his petition he is “late candidate” for a Legislature; when he travels as the great English elocutionist he is “Hon.” A_B_; what he is Professor of does not appear; he does not account for his title of “Hon.,” for merely running for that dazzling legislative position does not confer the title; he could not have brought it from England, for only certain officials and the younger sons of noblemen are permitted to use it there, and if he belonged to either of those lists he is not the person to forget to mention it. About this time my cold in the head gave my temper a wrench and I said: “Go and tell the Professor I don’t wish to invest in his educational stock.”


Now, there is where I acted precipitately, and failed of my duty either as a citizen or toward this stranger. I ought to have looked into his case a little. By jumping to the conclusion that he was a fraud, I may possibly have wronged him. If he is a fraud I ought to have proved it on him and exposed him, that being the plain duty of a citizen in such cases.


Very well. Having committed this error I now wish to retrieve it; so I make the following proposition to Mr. A_B_, to wit: That he send me that list of names again, so that I can write to the parties and inquire if they ever gave: those sums, and if they did, what proofs they had of A_B_’s worthiness; that he refer me to reputable persons in that Southern State, to the end that I may inquire of them concerning his history there, (not that I wish to inquire into his “late candidacy,” for I think that when a man has unsuccessfully aspired to be a legislator, and is capable of mentioning it where people could not otherwise find it out, he is manifestly telling the petrified truth); that he refer me to a trustworthy authority who can inform me how he got the title of “Professor”; how he got the title of “Hon.,” and what the name of his English birthplace is, so that I can have this parish register examined. These data being furnished me, and I finding by means of them that A_B_ is not an impostor, I will take stock in his school, and also furnish him a certificate of character which shall be signed by some of the best men of Hartford– a certificate which shall far out value his present lame documents.


But if A_B_’s references shall fail to establish his worthiness, I will publish him and also try to procure his arrest as a vagrant.


I will assist A_B_ all I can, by inclosing copies of his article to Mr. Austin Dunham, Mr. William E. Dodge, Mr. Bryant, Mr. Peter Cooper, Messrs. Arnold, Constable & Co., and other parties in his list, (including the officials of the Southern city he mentions), to the end that they may quickly testify in his favor if they can. [I remember, now, that AB called on me just a year ago, and that he was then adding to his name the imperishable glory of “late candidate,” &c.]


Mark Twain.







19The Curious Republic of Gondour




AS SOON AS I HAD LEARNED to speak the language a little, I became greatly interested in the people and the system of government.


I found that the nation had at first tried universal suffrage pure and simple, but had thrown that form aside because the result was not satisfactory. It had seemed to deliver all power into the hands of the ignorant and non-tax-paying classes; and of a necessity the responsible offices were filled from these classes also.


A remedy was sought. The people believed they had found it; not in the destruction of universal suffrage, but in the enlargement of it. It was an odd idea, and ingenious. You must understand, the constitution gave every man a vote; therefore that vote was a vested right, and could not be taken away. But the constitution did not say that certain individuals might not be given two votes, or ten! So an amendatory clause was inserted in a quiet way; a clause which authorized the enlargement of the suffrage in certain cases to be specified by statute. To offer to “limit” the suffrage might have made instant trouble; the offer to “enlarge” it had a pleasant aspect. But of course the newspapers soon began to suspect; and then out they came! It was found, however, that for once– and for the first time in the history of the republic– property, character, and intellect were able to wield a political influence; for once, money, virtue, and intelligence took a vital and a united interest in a political question; for once these powers went to the “primaries” in strong force; for once the best men in the nation were put forward as candidates for that parliament whose business it should be to enlarge the suffrage. The weightiest half of the press quickly joined forces with the new movement, and left the other half to rail about the proposed “destruction of the liberties” of the bottom layer of society, the hitherto governing class of the community.


The victory was complete. The new law was framed and passed. Under it every citizen, howsoever poor or ignorant, possessed one vote, so universal suffrage still reigned; but if a man possessed a good common-school education and no money, he had two votes; a high-school education gave him four; if he had property like wise, to the value of three thousand ‘sacos,’ he wielded one more vote; for every fifty thousand ‘sacos’ a man added to his property, he was entitled to another vote; a university education entitled a man to nine votes, even though he owned no property. Therefore, learning being more prevalent and more easily acquired than riches, educated men became a wholesome check upon wealthy men, since they could outvote them. Learning goes usually with uprightness, broad views, and humanity; so the learned voters, possessing the balance of power, became the vigilant and efficient protectors of the great lower rank of society.


And now a curious thing developed itself– a sort of emulation, whose object was voting power! Whereas formerly a man was honored only according to the amount of money he possessed, his grandeur was measured now by the number of votes he wielded. A man with only one vote was conspicuously respectful to his neighbor who possessed three. And if he was a man above the common-place, he was as conspicuously energetic in his determination to acquire three for himself. This spirit of emulation invaded all ranks. Votes based upon capital were commonly called “mortal” votes, because they could be lost; those based upon learning were called “immortal,” because they were permanent, and because of their customarily imperishable character they were naturally more valued than the other sort. I say “customarily” for the reason that these votes were not absolutely imperishable, since insanity could suspend them.


Under this system, gambling and speculation almost ceased in the republic. A man honored as the possessor of great voting power could not afford to risk the loss of it upon a doubtful chance.


It was curious to observe the manners and customs which the enlargement plan produced. Walking the street with a friend one day he delivered a careless bow to a passer-by, and then remarked that that person possessed only one vote and would probably never earn another; he was more respectful to the next acquaintance he met; he explained that this salute was a four-vote bow. I tried to “average” the importance of the people he accosted after that, by the-nature of his bows, but my success was only partial, because of the somewhat greater homage paid to the immortals than to the mortals. My friend explained. He said there was no law to regulate this thing, except that most powerful of all laws, custom. Custom had created these varying bows, and in time they had become easy and natural. At this moment he delivered himself of a very profound salute, and then said, “Now there’s a man who began life as a shoemaker’s apprentice, and without education; now he swings twenty-two mortal votes and two immortal ones; he expects to pass a high-school examination this year and climb a couple of votes higher among the immortals; mighty valuable citizen.”


By and by my friend met a venerable personage, and not only made him a most elaborate bow, but also took off his hat. I took off mine, too, with a mysterious awe. I was beginning to be infected.


“What grandee is that?”


“That is our most illustrious astronomer. He hasn’t any money, but is fearfully learned. Nine immortals is his political weight! He would swing a hundred and fifty votes if our system were perfect.”


“Is there any altitude of mere moneyed grandeur that you take off your hat to?”


“No. Nine immortal votes is the only power we uncover for that is, in civil life. Very great officials receive that mark of homage, of course.”


It was common to hear people admiringly mention men who had begun life on the lower levels and in time achieved great voting-power. It was also common to hear youths planning a future of ever so many votes for themselves. I heard shrewd mammas speak of certain young men as good “catches” because they possessed such-and-such a number of votes. I knew of more than one case where an heiress was married to a youngster who had but one vote; the argument being that he was gifted with such excellent parts that in time he would acquire a good voting strength, and perhaps in the long run be able to outvote his wife, if he had luck.


Competitive examinations were the rule and in all official grades. I remarked that the questions asked the candidates were wild, intricate, and often required a sort of knowledge not needed in the office sought.


“Can a fool or an ignoramus answer them?” asked the person I was talking with.


“Certainly not.”


“Well, you will not find any fools or ignoramuses among our officials.”


I felt rather cornered, but made shift to say:


“But these questions cover a good deal more ground than is necessary.”


“No matter; if candidates can answer these it is tolerably fair evidence that they can answer nearly any other question you choose to ask them.”


There were some things in Gondour which one could not shut his eyes to. One was, that ignorance and incompetence had no place in the government. Brains and property managed the state. A candidate for office must have marked ability, education, and high character, or he stood no sort of chance of election. If a hod-carrier possessed these, he could succeed; but the mere fact that he was a hod-carrier could not elect him, as in previous times.


It was now a very great honor to be in the parliament or in office; under the old system such distinction had only brought suspicion upon a man and made him a helpless mark for newspaper contempt and scurrility. Officials did not need to steal now, their salaries being vast in comparison with the pittances paid in the days when parliaments were created by hod-carriers, who viewed official salaries from a hod-carrying point of view and compelled that view to be respected by their obsequious servants. Justice was wisely and rigidly administered; for a judge, after once reaching his place through the specified line of promotions, was a permanency during good behavior. He was not obliged to modify his judgments according to the effect they might have upon the temper of a reigning political party.


The country was mainly governed by a ministry which went out with the administration that created it. This was also the case with the chiefs of the great departments. Minor officials ascended to their several positions through well-earned promotions, and not by a jump from gin-mills or the needy families and friends of members of parliament. Good behavior measured their terms of office.


The head of the governments the Grand Caliph, was elected for a term of twenty years. I questioned the wisdom of this. I was answered that he could do no harm, since the ministry and the parliament governed the land, and he was liable to impeachment for misconduct. This great office had twice been ably filled by women, women as aptly fitted for it as some of the sceptered queens of history. Members of the cabinet, under many administrations, had been women.


I found that the pardoning power was lodged in a court of pardons, consisting of several great judges. Under the old régime, this important power was vested in a single official, and he usually took care to have a general jail delivery in time for the next election.


I inquired about public schools. There were plenty of them, and of free colleges too. I inquired about compulsory education. This was received with a smile, and the remark:


“When a man’s child is able to make himself powerful and honored according to the amount of education he acquires, don’t you suppose that that parent will apply the compulsion himself? Our free schools and free colleges require no law to fill them.”


There was a loving pride of country about this person’s way of speaking which annoyed me. I had long been unused to the sound of it in my own. The Gondour national airs were forever dinning in my ears; therefore I was glad to leave that country and come back to my dear native land, where one never hears that sort of music.







20Contribution to the Infant Asylum




Hartford,

Oct. 5, 1875.


Dear Madam: I beg to wish the best success and a long career of usefulness to the Infant Asylum Fair. But words are empty, deeds are what show the earnest spirit. Therefore I am willing to be one of a thousand citizens who shall agree to contribute two or more of their children to this enterprise. I do not make this offer in order that I may appear gaudy or lavish in the eyes of the world, but only to help a worthy cause to the best of my ability.


Very truly yours,


Samuel L. Clemens.

(Mark Twain.)







21Punch, Brothers, Punch!


A Literary Nightmare




WILL THE READER please to cast his eye over the following lines, and see if he can discover anything harmful in them?



Conductor, when you receive a fare,


Punch in the presence of the passenjare!


A blue trip slip for an eight-cent fare,


A buff trip slip for a six-cent fare,


A pink trip slip for a three-cent fare,


Punch in the presence of the passenjare!




CHORUS



Punch, brothers! punch with care!


Punch in the presence of the passenjare!




I came across these jingling rhymes [1] in a newspaper, a little while ago, and read them a couple of times. They took instant and entire possession of me. All through breakfast they went waltzing through my brain; and when, at last, I rolled up my napkin, I could not tell whether I had eaten anything or not. I had carefully laid out my day’s work the day before– a thrilling tragedy in the novel which I am writing. I went to my den to begin my deed of blood. I took up my pen, but all I could get it to say was, “Punch in the presence of the passenjare.” I fought hard for an hour, but it was useless. My head kept humming, “A blue trip slip for an eight-cent fare, a buff trip slip for a six-cent fare,” and so on and so on, without peace or respite. The day’s work was ruined– I could see that plainly enough. I gave up and drifted down-town, and presently discovered that my feet were keeping time to that relentless jingle. When I could stand it no longer I altered my step. But it did no good; those rhymes accommodated themselves to the new step and went on harassing me just as before. I returned home, and suffered all the afternoon; suffered all through an unconscious and unrefreshing dinner; suffered, and cried, and jingled all through the evening; went to bed and rolled, tossed, and jingled right along, the same as ever; got up at midnight frantic, and tried to read; but there was nothing visible upon the whirling page except “Punch! punch in the presence of the passenjare.” By sunrise I was out of my mind, and everybody marveled and was distressed at the idiotic burden of my ravings– “Punch! oh, punch! punch in the presence of the passenjare!”


Two days later, on Saturday morning, I arose, a tottering wreck, and went forth to fulfill an engagement with a valued friend, the Rev. Mr.——, to walk to the Talcott Tower, ten miles distant. He stared at me, but asked no questions. We started. Mr.—— talked, talked, talked as is his wont. I said nothing; I heard nothing. At the end of a mile, Mr.—— said “Mark, are you sick? I never saw a man look so haggard and worn and absent-minded. Say something, do!”


Drearily, without enthusiasm, I said: “Punch brothers, punch with care! Punch in the presence of the passenjare!”


My friend eyed me blankly, looked perplexed, then said:


“I do not think I get your drift, Mark. Then does not seem to be any relevancy in what you have said, certainly nothing sad; and yet– maybe it was the way you said the words– I never heard anything that sounded so pathetic. What is—”


But I heard no more. I was already far away with my pitiless, heartbreaking “blue trip slip for an eight-cent fare, buff trip slip for a six-cent fare, pink trip slip for a three-cent fare; punch in the presence of the passenjare.” I do not know what occurred during the other nine miles. However, all of a sudden Mr.—— laid his hand on my shoulder and shouted:


“Oh, wake up! wake up! wake up! Don’t sleep all day! Here we are at the Tower, man! I have talked myself deaf and dumb and blind, and never got a response. Just look at this magnificent autumn landscape! Look at it! look at it! Feast your eye on it! You have traveled; you have seen boaster landscapes elsewhere. Come, now, deliver an honest opinion. What do you say to this?”


I sighed wearily; and murmured:


“A buff trip slip for a six-cent fare, a pink trip slip for a three-cent fare, punch in the presence of the passenjare.”


Rev. Mr.—— stood there, very grave, full of concern, apparently, and looked long at me; then he said:


“Mark, there is something about this that I cannot understand. Those are about the same words you said before; there does not seem to be anything in them, and yet they nearly break my heart when you say them. Punch in the– how is it they go?”


I began at the beginning and repeated all the lines.


My friend’s face lighted with interest. He said:


“Why, what a captivating jingle it is! It is almost music. It flows along so nicely. I have nearly caught the rhymes myself. Say them over just once more, and then I’ll have them, sure.”


I said them over. Then Mr.—— said them. He made one little mistake, which I corrected. The next time and the next he got them right. Now a great burden seemed to tumble from my shoulders. That torturing jingle departed out of my brain, and a grateful sense of rest and peace descended upon me. I was light-hearted enough to sing; and I did sing for half an hour, straight along, as we went jogging homeward. Then my freed tongue found blessed speech again, and the pent talk of many a weary hour began to gush and flow. It flowed on and on, joyously, jubilantly, until the fountain was empty and dry. As I wrung my friend’s hand at parting, I said:


“Haven’t we had a royal good time! But now I remember, you haven’t said a word for two hours. Come, come, out with something!”


The Rev. Mr.—— turned a lack-luster eye upon me, drew a deep sigh, and said, without animation, without apparent consciousness:


“Punch, brothers, punch with care! Punch in the presence of the passenjare!”


A pang shot through me as I said to myself, “Poor fellow, poor fellow! he has got it, now.”


I did not see Mr.—— for two or three days after that. Then, on Tuesday evening, he staggered into my presence and sank dejectedly into a seat. He was pale, worn; he was a wreck. He lifted his faded eyes to my face and said:


“Ah, Mark, it was a ruinous investment that I made in those heartless rhymes. They have ridden me like a nightmare, day and night, hour after hour, to this very moment. Since I saw you I have suffered the torments of the lost. Saturday evening I had a sudden call, by telegraph, and took the night train for Boston. The occasion was the death of a valued old friend who had requested that I should preach his funeral sermon. I took my seat in the cars and set myself to framing the discourse. But I never got beyond the opening paragraph; for then the train started and the car-wheels began their ‘clack, clack– clack-clack-clack! clack, clack– clack-clack-clack!’ and right away those odious rhymes fitted themselves to that accompaniment. For an hour I sat there and set a syllable of those rhymes to every separate and distinct clack the car-wheels made. Why, I was as fagged out, then, as if I had been chopping wood all day. My skull was splitting with headache. It seemed to me that I must go mad if I sat there any longer; so I undressed and went to bed. I stretched myself out in my berth, and– well, you know what the result was. The thing went right along, just the same. ‘Clack-clack-clack, a blue trip slip, clack-clack-clack, for an eight cent fare; clack-clack-clack, a buff trip slip, clack clack-clack, for a six-cent fare, and so on, and so on, and so on– punch in the presence of the passenjare!’ Sleep? Not a single wink! I was almost a lunatic when I got to Boston. Don’t ask me about the funeral. I did the best I could, but every solemn individual sentence was meshed and tangled and woven in and out with ‘Punch, brothers, punch with care, punch in the presence of the passenjare.’ And the most distressing thing was that my delivery dropped into the undulating rhythm of those pulsing rhymes, and I could actually catch absent-minded people nodding time to the swing of it with their stupid heads. And, Mark, you may believe it or not, but before I got through the entire assemblage were placidly bobbing their heads in solemn unison, mourners, undertaker, and all. The moment I had finished, I fled to the anteroom in a state bordering on frenzy. Of course it would be my luck to find a sorrowing and aged maiden aunt of the deceased there, who had arrived from Springfield too late to get into the church. She began to sob, and said:


“‘Oh, oh, he is gone, he is gone, and I didn’t see him before he died!’


“‘Yes!’ I said, ‘he is gone, he is gone, he is gone– oh, will this suffering never cease!’


“‘You loved him, then! Oh, you too loved him!’


“‘Loved him! Loved who?’


“‘Why, my poor George! my poor nephew!’


“‘Oh– him! Yes– oh, yes, yes. Certainly– certainly. Punch– punch– oh, this misery will kill me!’


“‘Bless you! bless you, sir, for these sweet words! I, too, suffer in this dear loss. Were you present during his last moments?’


“‘Yes. I– whose last moments?’


“‘His. The dear departed’s.’


“‘Yes! Oh, yes– yes– yes! I suppose so, I think so, I don’t know! Oh, certainly– I was there– I was there!’


“‘Oh, what a privilege! what a precious privilege! And his last words– oh, tell me, tell me his last words! What did he say?’


“‘He said– he said– oh, my head, my head, my head! He said– he said– he never said anything but Punch, punch, punch in the presence of the passenjare! Oh, leave me, madam! In the name of all that is generous, leave me to my madness, my misery, my despair!– a buff trip slip for a six-cent fare, a pink trip slip for a three-cent fare– endu– rance can no fur– ther go!– PUNCH in the presence of the passenjare!”


My friend’s hopeless eyes rested upon mine a pregnant minute, and then he said impressively:


“Mark, you do not say anything. You do not offer me any hope. But, ah me, it is just as well– it is just as well. You could not do me any good. The time has long gone by when words could comfort me. Something tells me that my tongue is doomed to wag forever to the jigger of that remorseless jingle. There– there it is coming on me again: a blue trip slip for an eight-cent fare, a buff trip slip for a—”


Thus murmuring faint and fainter, my friend sank into a peaceful trance and forgot his sufferings in a blessed respite.


How did I finally save him from an asylum? I took him to a neighboring university and made him discharge the burden of his persecuting rhymes into the eager ears of the poor, unthinking students. How is it with them, now? The result is too sad to tell. Why did I write this article? It was for a worthy, even a noble, purpose. It was to warn you, reader, if you should came across those merciless rhymes, to avoid them– avoid them as you would a pestilence.



[1] Verse by Noah Brooks, Isaac H. Bromley, et al; published in the New York Tribune, Sep. 1875.









22On St. Patrick


Letter read at the supper of the Knights of St. Patrick in Hartford, Conn.




Dear Sir,


I am very sorry that I cannot be with the Knights of St. Patrick tomorrow evening. In this centennial year we ought to find a peculiar pleasure in doing honor to the memory of a man whose good name has endured through fourteen centuries. We ought to find pleasure in it for the reason that at this time we naturally have a fellow-feeling for such a man. He wrought a great work in his day. He found Ireland a prosperous republic, and looked about him to see if he might find some useful thing to turn his hand to. He observed that the president of that republic was in the habit of sheltering his great officials from deserved punishment, so he lifted up his staff and smote him, and he died. He found that the secretary of war had been so unbecomingly economical as to have laid up $12,000 a year out of a salary of $8,000, and he killed him. He found that the secretary of the interior always prayed over every separate and distinct barrel of salt beef that was intended for the unconverted savage, and then kept that beef himself, so he killed him also. He found that the secretary of the navy knew more about handling suspicious claims than he did about handling a ship, and he at once made an end of him. He found that a very foul private secretary had been engineered through a sham trial, so he destroyed him. He discovered that the congress which pretended to prodigious virtue was very anxious to investigate an ambassador who had dishonored the country abroad, but was equally anxious to prevent the appointment of any spotless man to a similar post; that this congress had no God but party; no system of morals but party policy; no vision but a bat’s vision; and no reason or excuse for existing anyhow. Therefore he massacred that congress to the last man.


When he had finished his great work, he said, in his figurative way, “Lo, I have destroyed all the reptiles in Ireland.”


St. Patrick had no politics; his sympathies lay with the right– that was politics enough. When he came across a reptile, he forgot to inquire whether he was a democrat or a republican, but simply exalted his staff and “let him have it.” Honored be his name– I wish we had him here to trim us up for the centennial. But that cannot be. His staff, which was the symbol of real, not sham, reform, is idle. However, we still have with us the symbol of Truth– George Washington’s little hatchet– for I know where they’ve buried it.


Yours truly,


Mark Twain.







23The Canvasser’s Tale




POOR, SAD-EYED STRANGER! There was that about his humble mien, his tired look, his decayed-gentility clothes, that almost reached the mustard-seed of charity that still remained, remote and lonely, in the empty vastness of my heart, notwithstanding I observed a portfolio under his arm, and said to myself, Behold, Providence hath delivered his servant into the hands of another canvasser.


Well, these people always get one interested. Before I well knew how it came about, this one was telling me his history, and I was all attention and sympathy. He told it something like this:


My parents died, alas, when I was a little, sinless child. My uncle Ithuriel took me to his heart and reared me as his own. He was my only relative in the wide world; but he was good and rich and generous. He reared me in the lap of luxury. I knew no want that money could satisfy.


In the fullness of time I was graduated, and went with two of my servants– my chamberlain and my valet– to travel in foreign countries. During four years I flitted upon careless wing amid the beauteous gardens of the distant strand, if you will permit this form of speech in one whose tongue was ever attuned to poesy; and indeed I so speak with confidence, as one unto his kind, for I perceive by your eyes that you too, sir, are gifted with the divine inflation. In those far lands I reveled in the ambrosial food that fructifies the soul, the mind, the heart. But of all things, that which most appealed to my inborn esthetic taste was the prevailing custom there, among the rich, of making collections of elegant and costly rarities, dainty objets de vertu, and in an evil hour I tried to uplift my uncle Ithuriel to a plane of sympathy with this exquisite employment.


I wrote and told him of one gentleman’s vast collection of shells; another’s noble collection of meerschaum pipes; another’s elevating and refining collection of undecipherable autographs; another’s priceless collection of old china; another’s enchanting collection of postage-stamps– and so forth and so on. Soon my letters yielded fruit. My uncle began to look about for something to make a collection of. You may know, perhaps, how fleetly a taste like this dilates. His soon became a raging fever, though I knew it not. He began to neglect his great pork business; presently he wholly retired and turned an elegant leisure into a rabid search for curious things. His wealth was vast, and he spared it not. First he tried cow-bells. He made a collection which filled five large salons, and comprehended all the different sorts of cow-bells that ever had been contrived, save one. That one– an antique, and the only specimen extant– was possessed by another collector. My uncle offered enormous sums for it, but the gentleman would not sell. Doubtless you know what necessarily resulted. A true collector attaches no value to a collection that is not complete. His great heart breaks, he sells his hoard, he turns his mind to some field that seems unoccupied.


Thus did my uncle. He next tried brickbats. After piling up a vast and intensely interesting collection, the former difficulty supervened; his great heart broke again; he sold out his soul’s idol to the retired brewer who possessed the missing brick. Then he tried flint hatchets and other implements of Primeval Man, but by and by discovered that the factory where they were made was supplying other collectors as well as himself. He tried Aztec inscriptions and stuffed whales– another failure, after incredible labor and expense. When his collection seemed at last perfect, a stuffed whale arrived from Greenland and an Aztec inscription from the Cundurango regions of Central America that made all former specimens insignificant. My uncle hastened to secure these noble gems. He got the stuffed whale, but another collector got the inscription. A real Cundurango, as possibly you know, is a possession of such supreme value that, when once a collector gets it, he will rather part with his family than with it. So my uncle sold out, and saw his darlings go forth, never more to return; and his coal-black hair turned white as snow in a single night.


Now he waited, and thought. He knew another disappointment might kill him. He was resolved that he would choose things next time that no other man was collecting. He carefully made up his mind, and once more entered the field-this time to make a collection of echoes.


“Of what?” said I.


Echoes, sir. His first purchase was an echo in Georgia that repeated four times; his next was a six-repeater in Maryland; his next was a thirteen-repeater in Maine; his next was a nine-repeater in Kansas; his next was a twelve-repeater in Tennessee, which he got cheap, so to speak, because it was out of repair, a portion of the crag which reflected it having tumbled down. He believed he could repair it at a cost of a few thousand dollars, and, by increasing the elevation with masonry, treble the repeating capacity; but the architect who undertook the job had never built an echo before, and so he utterly spoiled this one. Before he meddled with it, it used to talk back like a mother-in-law, but now it was only fit for the deaf-and-dumb asylum. Well, next he bought a lot of cheap little double-barreled echoes, scattered around over various states and territories; he got them at twenty per cent. off by taking the lot. Next he bought a perfect Gatling-gun of an echo in Oregon, and it cost a fortune, I can tell you. You may know, sir, that in the echo market the scale of prices is cumulative, like the carat-scale in diamonds; in fact, the same phraseology is used. A single-carat echo is worth but ten dollars over and above the value of the land it is on; a two-carat or double-barreled echo is worth thirty dollars; a five-carat is worth nine hundred and fifty; a ten-carat is worth thirteen thousand. My uncle’s Oregon-echo, which he called the Great Pitt Echo, was a twenty-two carat gem, and cost two hundred and sixteen thousand dollars– they threw the land in, for it was four hundred miles from a settlement.


Well, in the meantime my path was a path of roses. I was the accepted suitor of the only and lovely daughter of an English earl, and was beloved to distraction. In that dear presence I swam in seas of bliss. The family were content, for it was known that I was sole heir to an uncle held to be worth five millions of dollars. However, none of us knew that my uncle had become a collector, at least in anything more than a small way, for esthetic amusement.


Now gathered the clouds above my unconscious head. That divine echo, since known throughout the world as the Great Koh-i-noor, or Mountain of Repetitions, was discovered. It was a sixty-five carat gem. You could utter a word and it would talk back at you for fifteen minutes, when the day was otherwise quiet. But behold, another fact came to light at the same time: another echo-collector was in the field. The two rushed to make the peerless purchase. The property consisted of a couple of small hills with a shallow swale between, out yonder among the back settlements of New York State. Both men arrived on the ground at the same time, and neither knew the other was there. The echo was not all owned by one man; a person by the name of Williamson Bolivar Jarvis owned the east hill, and a person by the name of Harbison J. Bledso owned the west hill; the swale between was the dividing-line. So while my uncle was buying Jarvis’s hill for three million two hundred and eighty-five thousand dollars, the other party was buying Bledso’s hill for a shade over three million.


Now, do you perceive the natural result? Why, the noblest collection of echoes on earth was forever and ever incomplete, since it possessed but the one-half of the king echo of the universe. Neither man was content with this divided ownership, yet neither would sell to the other. There were jawings, bickerings, heart-burnings. And at last that other collector, with a malignity which only a collector can ever feel toward a man and a brother, proceeded to cut down his hill!


You see, as long as he could not have the echo, he was resolved that nobody should have it. He would remove his hill, and then there would be nothing to reflect my uncle’s echo. My uncle remonstrated with him, but the man said, “I own one end of this echo; I choose to kill my end; you must take care of your own end yourself.”


Well, my uncle got an injunction put an him. The other man appealed and fought it in a higher court. They carried it on up, clear to the Supreme Court of the United States. It made no end of trouble there. Two of the judges believed that an echo was personal property, because it was impalpable to sight and touch, and yet was purchasable, salable, and consequently taxable; two others believed that an echo was real estate, because it was manifestly attached to the land, and was not removable from place to place; other of the judges contended that an echo was not property at all.


It was finally decided that the echo was property; that the hills were property; that the two men were separate and independent owners of the two hills, but tenants in common in the echo; therefore defendant was at full liberty to cut down his hill, since it belonged solely to him, but must give bonds in three million dollars as indemnity for damages which might result to my uncle’s half of the echo. This decision also debarred my uncle from using defendant’s hill to reflect his part of the echo, without defendant’s consent; he must use only his own hill; if his part of the echo would not go, under these circumstances, it was sad, of course, but the court could find no remedy. The court also debarred defendant from using my uncle’s hill to reflect his end of the echo, without consent. You see the grand result! Neither man would give consent, and so that astonishing and most noble echo had to cease from its great powers; and since that day that magnificent property is tied up and unsalable.


A week before my wedding-day, while I was still swimming in bliss and the nobility were gathering from far and near to honor our espousals, came news of my uncle’s death, and also a copy of his will, making me his sole heir. He was gone; alas, my dear benefactor was no more. The thought surcharges my heart even at this remote day. I handed the will to the earl; I could not read it for the blinding tears. The earl read it; then he sternly said, “Sir, do you call this wealth?– but doubtless you do in your inflated country. Sir, you are left sole heir to a vast collection of echoes– if a thing can be called a collection that is scattered far and wide over the huge length and breadth of the American continent; sir, this is not all; you are head and ears in debt; there is not an echo in the lot but has a mortgage on it; sir, I am not a hard man, but I must look to my child’s interest; if you had but one echo which you could honestly call your own, if you had but one echo which was free from incumbrance, so that you could retire to it with my child, and by humble, painstaking industry cultivate and improve it, and thus wrest from it a maintenance, I would not say you nay; but I cannot marry my child to a beggar. Leave his side, my darling; go, sir, take your mortgage-ridden echoes and quit my sight forever.”


My noble Celestine clung to me in tears, with loving arms, and swore she would willingly, nay gladly, marry me, though I had not an echo in the world. But it could not be. We were torn asunder, she to pine and die within the twelvemonth, I to toil life’s long journey sad and alone, praying daily, hourly, for that release which shall join us together again in that dear realm where the wicked cease from troubling and the weary are at rest. Now, sir, if you will be so kind as to look at these maps and plans in my portfolio, I am sure I can sell you an echo for less money than any man in the trade. Now this one, which cost my uncle ten dollars, thirty years ago, and is one of the sweetest things in Texas, I will let you have for—


“Let me interrupt you,” I said. “My friend, I have not had a moment’s respite from canvassers this day. I have bought a sewing-machine which I did not want; I have bought a map which is mistaken in all its details; I have bought a clock which will not go; I have bought a moth poison which the moths prefer to any other beverage; I have bought no end of useless inventions, and now I have had enough of this foolishness. I would not have one of your echoes if you were even to give it to me. I would not let it stay on the place. I always hate a man that tries to sell me echoes. You see this gun? Now take your collection and move on; let us not have bloodshed.”


But he only smiled a sad, sweet smile, and got out some more diagrams. You know the result perfectly well, because you know that when you have once opened the door to a canvasser, the trouble is done and you have got to suffer defeat.


I compromised with this man at the end of an intolerable hour. I bought two double-barreled echoes in good condition, and he threw in another, which he said was not salable because it only spoke German. He said, “She was a perfect polyglot once, but somehow her palate got down.”







24A Day’s Work


From The Adventures of Tom Sawyer




SATURDAY MORNING was come, and all the summer world was bright and fresh, and brimming with life. There was a song in every heart; and if the heart was young the music issued at the lips. There was cheer in every face and a spring in every step. The locust-trees were in bloom and the fragrance of the blossoms filled the air. Cardiff Hill, beyond the village and above it, was green with vegetation and it lay just far enough away to seem a Delectable Land, dreamy, reposeful, and inviting.


Tom appeared on the sidewalk with a bucket of whitewash and a long-handled brush. He surveyed the fence, and all gladness left him and a deep melancholy settled down upon his spirit. Thirty yards of board fence nine feet high. Life to him seemed hollow, and existence but a burden. Sighing, he dipped his brush and passed it along the topmost plank; repeated the operation; did it again; compared the insignificant whitewashed streak with the far-reaching continent of unwhitewashed fence, and sat down on a tree-box discouraged. Jim came skipping out at the gate with a tin pail, and singing Buffalo Gals. Bringing water from the town pump had always been hateful work in Tom’s eyes, before, but now it did not strike him so. He remembered that there was company at the pump. White, mulatto, and negro boys and girls were always there waiting their turns, resting, trading playthings, quarrelling, fighting, skylarking. And he remembered that although the pump was only a hundred and fifty yards off, Jim never got back with a bucket of water under an hour– and even then somebody generally had to go after him. Tom said:


“Say, Jim, I’ll fetch the water if you’ll whitewash some.”


Jim shook his head and said:


“Can’t, Mars Tom. Ole missis, she tole me I got to go an’ git dis water an’ not stop foolin’ roun’ wid anybody. She say she spec’ Mars Tom gwine to ax me to whitewash, an’ so she tole me go ’long an’ ’tend to my own business– she ’lowed she’d ’tend to de whitewashin’.”


“Oh, never you mind what she said, Jim. That’s the way she always talks. Gimme the bucket– I won’t be gone only a minute. She won’t ever know.”


“Oh, I dasn’t, Mars Tom. Ole missis she’d take an’ tar de head off’n me. ’Deed she would.”


“She! She never licks anybody– whacks ’em over the head with her thimble– and who cares for that, I’d like to know. She talks awful, but talk don’t hurt– anyways it don’t if she don’t cry. Jim, I’ll give you a marvel. I’ll give you a white alley!”


Jim began to waver.


“White alley, Jim! And it’s a bully taw.”


“My! Dat’s a mighty gay marvel, I tell you! But Mars Tom I’s powerful ’fraid ole missis—”


“And besides, if you will I’ll show you my sore toe.”


Jim was only human– this attraction was too much for him. He put down his pail, took the white alley, and bent over the toe with absorbing interest while the bandage was being unwound. In another moment he was flying down the street with his pail and a tingling rear, Tom was whitewashing with vigor, and Aunt Polly was retiring from the field with a slipper in her hand and triumph in her eye.


But Tom’s energy did not last. He began to think of the fun he had planned for this day, and his sorrows multiplied. Soon the free boys would come tripping along on all sorts of delicious expeditions, and they would make a world of fun of him for having to work– the very thought of it burnt him like fire. He got out his worldly wealth and examined it– bits of toys, marbles, and trash; enough to buy an exchange of work, maybe, but not half enough to buy so much as half an hour of pure freedom. So he returned his straitened means to his pocket, and gave up the idea of trying to buy the boys. At this dark and hopeless moment an inspiration burst upon him! Nothing less than a great, magnificent inspiration.


He took up his brush and went tranquilly to work. Ben Rogers hove in sight presently– the very boy, of all boys, whose ridicule he had been dreading. Ben’s gait was the hop-skip-and-jump– proof enough that his heart was light and his anticipations high. He was eating an apple, and giving a long, melodious whoop, at intervals, followed by a deep-toned ding-dong-dong, ding-dong-dong, for he was personating a steamboat. As he drew near, he slackened speed, took the middle of the street, leaned far over to starboard and rounded to ponderously and with laborious pomp and circumstance– for he was personating the Big Missouri, and considered himself to be drawing nine feet of water. He was boat and captain and engine-bells combined, so he had to imagine himself standing on his own hurricane-deck giving the orders and executing them:


“Stop her, sir! Ting-a-ling-ling!” The headway ran almost out, and he drew up slowly toward the sidewalk.


“Ship up to back! Ting-a-ling-ling!” His arms straightened and stiffened down his sides.


“Set her back on the stabboard! Ting-a-ling-ling! Chow! ch-chow-wow! Chow!” His right hand, meantime, describing stately circles– for it was representing a forty-foot wheel.


“Let her go back on the labboard! Ting-a-ling-ling! Chow-ch-chow-chow!” The left hand began to describe circles.


“Stop the stabboard! Ting-a-ling-ling! Stop the labboard! Come ahead on the stabboard! Stop her! Let your outside turn over slow! Ting-a-ling-ling! Chow-ow-ow! Get out that head-line! Lively now! Come– out with your spring-line– what’re you about there! Take a turn round that stump with the bight of it! Stand by that stage, now– let her go! Done with the engines, sir! Ting-a-ling-ling! sh’t! sh’t! sh’t!” (trying the gauge-cocks).


Tom went on whitewashing– paid no attention to the steamboat. Ben stared a moment and then said: “Hi-yi! You’re up a stump, ain’t you!”


No answer. Tom surveyed his last touch with the eye of an artist, then he gave his brush another gentle sweep and surveyed the result, as before. Ben ranged up alongside of him. Tom’s mouth watered for the apple, but he stuck to his work. Ben said:


“Hello, old chap, you got to work, hey?”


Tom wheeled suddenly and said:


“Why, it’s you, Ben! I warn’t noticing.”


“Say– I’m going in a-swimming, I am. Don’t you wish you could? But of course you’d druther work– wouldn’t you? Course you would!”


Tom contemplated the boy a bit, and said:


“What do you call work?”


“Why, ain’t that work?”


Tom resumed his whitewashing, and answered carelessly:


“Well, maybe it is, and maybe it ain’t. All I know, is, it suits Tom Sawyer.”


“Oh come, now, you don’t mean to let on that you like it?”


The brush continued to move.


“Like it? Well, I don’t see why I oughtn’t to like it. Does a boy get a chance to whitewash a fence every day?”


That put the thing in a new light. Ben stopped nibbling his apple. Tom swept his brush daintily back and forth– stepped back to note the effect– added a touch here and there– criticized the effect again– Ben watching every move and getting more and more interested, more and more absorbed. Presently he said:


“Say, Tom, let me whitewash a little.”


Tom considered, was about to consent; but he altered his mind:


“No– no– I reckon it wouldn’t hardly do, Ben. You see, Aunt Polly’s awful particular about this fence– right here on the street, you know– but if it was the back fence I wouldn’t mind and she wouldn’t. Yes, she’s awful particular about this fence; it’s got to be done very careful; I reckon there ain’t one boy in a thousand, maybe two thousand, that can do it the way it’s got to be done.”


“No– is that so? Oh come, now– lemme just try. Only just a little– I’d let you, if you was me, Tom.”


“Ben, I’d like to, honest injun; but Aunt Polly– well, Jim wanted to do it, but she wouldn’t let him; Sid wanted to do it, and she wouldn’t let Sid. Now don’t you see how I’m fixed? If you was to tackle this fence and anything was to happen to it—”


“Oh, shucks, I’ll be just as careful. Now lemme try. Say– I’ll give you the core of my apple.”


“Well, here– No, Ben, now don’t. I’m afeard—”


“I’ll give you all of it!”


Tom gave up the brush with reluctance in his face, but alacrity in his heart. And while the late steamer Big Missouri worked and sweated in the sun, the retired artist sat on a barrel in the shade close by, dangled his legs, munched his apple, and planned the slaughter of more innocents. There was no lack of material; boys happened along every little while; they came to jeer, but remained to whitewash. By the time Ben was fagged out, Tom had traded the next chance to Billy Fisher for a kite, in good repair; and when he played out, Johnny Miller bought in for a dead rat and a string to swing it with– and so on, and so on, hour after hour. And when the middle of the afternoon came, from being a poor poverty-stricken boy in the morning, Tom was literally rolling in wealth. He had besides the things before mentioned, twelve marbles, part of a jews-harp, a piece of blue bottle-glass to look through, a spool cannon, a key that wouldn’t unlock anything, a fragment of chalk, a glass stopper of a decanter, a tin soldier, a couple of tadpoles, six fire-crackers, a kitten with only one eye, a brass door-knob, a dog-collar– but no dog– the handle of a knife, four pieces of orange-peel, and a dilapidated old window sash.


He had had a nice, good, idle time all the while– plenty of company– and the fence had three coats of whitewash on it! If he hadn’t run out of whitewash he would have bankrupted every boy in the village.


Tom said to himself that it was not such a hollow world, after all. He had discovered a great law of human action, without knowing it– namely, that in order to make a man or a boy covet a thing, it is only necessary to make the thing difficult to attain. If he had been a great and wise philosopher, like the writer of this book, he would now have comprehended that Work consists of whatever a body is obliged to do, and that Play consists of whatever a body is not obliged to do. And this would help him to understand why constructing artificial flowers or performing on a tread-mill is work, while rolling ten-pins or climbing Mont Blanc is only amusement. There are wealthy gentlemen in England who drive four-horse passenger-coaches twenty or thirty miles on a daily line, in the summer, because the privilege costs them considerable money; but if they were offered wages for the service, that would turn it into work and then they would resign.


The boy mused a while over the substantial change which had taken place in his worldly circumstances, and then wended toward headquarters to report.




25Cats and Currency in Bermuda




AS WE ENTERED the edge of the town that Sunday afternoon, we stopped at a cottage to get a drink of water. The proprietor, a middle-aged man with a good face, asked us to sit down and rest. His dame brought chairs, and we grouped ourselves in the shade of the trees by the door. Mr. Smith– that was not his name, but it will answer– questioned us about ourselves and our country, and we answered him truthfully, as a general thing, and questioned him in return. It was all very simple and pleasant and sociable. Rural, too; for there was a pig and a small donkey and a hen anchored out, close at hand, by cords to their legs, on a spot that purported to be grassy. Presently, a woman passed along, and although she coldly said nothing she changed the drift of our talk. Said Smith:


“She didn’t look this way, you noticed? Well, she is our next neighbor on one side, and there’s another family that’s our next neighbors on the other side; but there’s a general coolness all around now, and we don’t speak. Yet these three families, one generation and another, have lived here side by side and been as friendly as weavers for a hundred and fifty years, till about a year ago.”


“Why, what calamity could have been powerful enough to break up so old a friendship?”


“Well, it was too bad, but it couldn’t be helped. It happened like this: About a year or more ago, the rats got to pestering my place a good deal, and I set up a steel trap in my back yard. Both of these neighbors run considerable to cats, and so I warned them about the trap, because their cats were pretty sociable around here nights, and they might get into trouble without my intending it. Well, they shut up their cats for a while, but you know how it is with people; they got careless, and sure enough one night the trap took Mrs. Jones’s principal tomcat into camp and finished him up. In the morning Mrs. Jones comes here with the corpse in her arms, and cries and takes on the same as if it was a child. It was a cat by the name of Yelverton– Hector G. Yelverton– a troublesome old rip, with no more principle than an Injun, though you couldn’t make her believe it. I said all a man could to comfort her, but no, nothing would do but I must pay for him. Finally, I said I warn’t investing in cats now as much as I was, and with that she walked off in a huff, carrying the remains with her. That closed our intercourse with the Joneses. Mrs. Jones joined another church and took her tribe with her. She said she would not hold fellowship with assassins. Well, by and by comes Mrs. Brown’s turn– she that went by here a minute ago. She had a disgraceful old yellow cat that she thought as much of as if he was twins, and one night he tried that trap on his neck, and it fitted him so, and was so sort of satisfactory, that he laid down and curled up and stayed with it. Such was the end of Sir John Baldwin.”


“Was that the name of the cat?”


“The same. There’s cats around here with names that would surprise you. Maria” (to his wife), “what was that cat’s name that eat a keg of ratsbane by mistake over at Hooper’s, and started home and got struck by lightning and took the blind staggers and fell in the well and was ’most drowned before they could fish him out?”


“That was that colored Deacon Jackson’s cat. I only remember the last end of its name, which was Hold-The-Fort-For-I-Am-Coming Jackson.”


“Sho! that ain’t the one. That’s the one that eat up an entire box of Seidlitz powders, and then hadn’t any more judgment than to go and take a drink. He was considered to be a great loss, but I never could see it. Well, no matter about the names. Mrs. Brown wanted to be reasonable, but Mrs. Jones wouldn’t let her. She put her up to going to law for damages. So to law she went, and had the face to claim seven shillings and sixpence. It made a great stir. All the neighbors went to court. Everybody took sides. It got hotter and hotter, and broke up all the friendships for three hundred yards around friendships that had lasted for generations and generations.


“Well, I proved by eleven witnesses that the cat was of a low character and very ornery, and warn’t worth a canceled postage-stamp, anyway, taking the average of cats here; but I lost the case. What could I expect? The system is all wrong here, and is bound to make revolution and bloodshed some day. You see, they give the magistrate a poor little starvation salary, and then turn him loose on the public to gouge for fees and costs to live on. What is the natural result? Why, he never looks into the justice of a case– never once. All he looks at is which client has got the money. So this one piled the fees and costs and everything on to me. I could pay specie, don’t you see? and he knew mighty well that if he put the verdict on to Mrs. Brown, where it belonged, he’d have to take his swag in currency.”


“Currency? Why, has Bermuda a currency?”


“Yes– onions. And they were forty per cent. discount, too, then, because the season had been over as much as three months. So I lost my case. I had to pay for that cat. But the general trouble the case made was the worst thing about it. Broke up so much good feeling. The neighbors don’t speak to each other now. Mrs. Brown had named a child after me. But she changed its name right away. She is a Baptist. Well, in the course of baptizing it over again it got drowned. I was hoping we might get to be friendly again some time or other, but of course this drowning the child knocked that all out of the question. It would have saved a world of heartbreak and ill blood if she had named it dry.”


I knew by the sigh that this was honest. All this trouble and all this destruction of confidence in the purity of the bench on account of a seven-shilling lawsuit about a cat! Somehow, it seemed to “size” the country.







26Francis Lightfoot Lee




THIS MAN’S LIFE-WORK was so inconspicuous, that his name would now be wholly forgotten, but for one thing– he signed the Declaration of Independence. Yet his life was a most useful and worthy one. It was a good and profitable voyage, though it left no phosphorescent splendors in its wake.


A sketch of Francis Lightfoot Lee can be useful for but one purpose, as showing what sort of material was used in the construction of congressmen in his day; since to sketch him is to sketch the average congressman of his time.


He came of an old and excellent family; a family which had borne an unsullied name, and held honorable place on both sides of the water; a family with a reputation to preserve and traditions to perpetuate; a family which could not afford to soil itself with political trickery, or do base things for party or for hire; a family which was able to shed as much honor upon official station as it received from it.


He dealt in no shams; he had no ostentations of dress or equipage; for he was, as one may say, inured to wealth. He had always been used to it. His own ample means were inherited. He was educated. He was more than that– he was finely cultivated. He loved books; he had a good library, and no place had so great a charm for him as that. The old Virginian mansion which was his home was also the home of that old-time Virginian hospitality which hoary men still hold in mellow memory. Over their port and walnuts he and his friends of the gentry discussed a literature which is dead and forgotten now, and political matters which were drowsy with the absence of corruption and “investigations.” Sundays he and they drove to church in their lumbering coaches, with a due degree of grave and seemly pomp. Weekdays they inspected their domains, ordered their affairs, attended to the needs of their dependents, consulted with their overseers and tenants, busied themselves with active benevolences. They were justices of the peace, and performed their unpaid duties with arduous and honest diligence, and with serene, unhampered impartiality toward a society to which they were not beholden for their official stations. In short, Francis Lightfoot Lee was a gentleman– a word which meant a great deal in his day, though it means nothing whatever in ours.


Mr. Lee denied himself with no juggling, or wire-pulling, or begging, to acquire a place in the provincial legislature, but went thither when he was called, and went reluctantly. He wrought there industriously during four years, never seeking his own ends, but only the public’s. His course was purity itself, and he retired unblemished when his work was done. He retired gladly, and sought his home and its superior allurements. No one dreamed of such a thing as “investigating” him.


Immediately the people called him again– this time to a seat in the Continental Congress. He accepted this unsought office from a sense of duty only, and during four of the darkest years of the Revolution he labored with all his might for his country’s best behests. He did no brilliant things, he made no brilliant speeches; but the enduring strength of his patriotism was manifest, his fearlessness in confronting perilous duties and compassing them was patent to all, the purity of his motives was unquestioned, his unpurchasable honor and uprightness were unchallenged. His good work finished, he hurried back to the priceless charms of his home once more, and begged hard to be allowed to spend the rest of his days in the retirement and repose which his faithful labors had so fairly earned; but this could not be, he was solicited to enter the State Legislature; he was needed there; he was a good citizen, a citizen of the best and highest type, and so he put self aside and answered to the call. He served the State with his accustomed fidelity, and when at last his public career was ended, he retired honored of all, applauded by all, unaccused, unsmirched, utterly stainless.


This is a picture of the average, the usual Congressman of Francis Lightfoot Lee’s time, and it is vividly suggestive of what that people must have been that preferred such men. Since then we have Progressed one hundred years. Let us gravely try to conceive how isolated, how companionless, how lonesome, such a public servant as this would be in Washington today.



Note.– The subject of this sketch was born on the fourteenth day of October, 1734, and died in April, 1797.

—Ed.









27About Magnanimous-Incident Literature




ALL MY LIFE, from boyhood up, I have had the habit of reading a certain set of anecdotes, written in the quaint vein of The World’s ingenious Fabulist, for the lesson they taught me and the pleasure they gave me. They lay always convenient to my hand, and whenever I thought meanly of my kind I turned to them, and they banished that sentiment; whenever I felt myself to be selfish, sordid, and ignoble I turned to them, and they told me what to do to win back my self-respect. Many times I wished that the charming anecdotes had not stopped with their happy climaxes, but had continued the pleasing history of the several benefactors and beneficiaries. This wish rose in my breast so persistently that at last I determined to satisfy it by seeking out the sequels of those anecdotes myself. So I set about it, and after great labor and tedious research accomplished my task. I will lay the result before you, giving you each anecdote in its turn, and following it with its sequel as I gathered it through my investigations.





The Grateful Poodle




ONE DAY a benevolent physician (who had read the books) having found a stray poodle suffering from a broken leg, conveyed the poor creature to his home, and after setting and bandaging the injured limb gave the little outcast its liberty again, and thought no more about the matter. But how great was his surprise, upon opening his door one morning, some days later, to find the grateful poodle patiently waiting there, and in its company another stray dog, one of whose legs, by some accident, had been broken. The kind physician at once relieved the distressed animal, nor did he forget to admire the inscrutable goodness and mercy of God, who had been willing to use so humble an instrument as the poor outcast poodle for the inculcating of, etc., etc., etc.


SEQUEL


The next morning the benevolent physician found the two dogs, beaming with gratitude, waiting at his door, and with them two other dogs– cripples. The cripples were speedily healed, and the four went their way, leaving the benevolent physician more overcome by pious wonder than ever. The day passed, the morning came. There at the door sat now the four reconstructed dogs, and with them four others requiring reconstruction. This day also passed, and another morning came; and now sixteen dogs, eight of them newly crippled, occupied the sidewalk, and the people were going around. By noon the broken legs were all set, but the pious wonder in the good physician’s breast was beginning to get mixed with involuntary profanity. The sun rose once more, and exhibited thirty-two dogs, sixteen of them with broken legs, occupying the sidewalk and half of the street; the human spectators took up the rest of the room. The cries of the wounded, the songs of the healed brutes, and the comments of the onlooking citizens made great and inspiring cheer, but traffic was interrupted in that street. The good physician hired a couple of assistant surgeons and got through his benevolent work before dark, first taking the precaution to cancel his church-membership, so that he might express himself with the latitude which the case required.


But some things have their limits. When once more the morning dawned, and the good physician looked out upon a massed and far-reaching multitude of clamorous and beseeching dogs, he said, “I might as well acknowledge it, I have been fooled by the books; they only tell the pretty part of the story, and then stop. Fetch me the shotgun; this thing has gone along far enough.”


He issued forth with his weapon, and chanced to step upon the tail of the original poodle, who promptly bit him in the leg. Now the great and good work which this poodle had been engaged in had engendered in him such a mighty and augmenting enthusiasm as to turn his weak head at last and drive him mad. A month later, when the benevolent physician lay in the death-throes of hydrophobia, he called his weeping friends about him, and said:


“Beware of the books. They tell but half of the story. Whenever a poor wretch asks you for help, and you feel a doubt as to what result may flow from your benevolence, give yourself the benefit of the doubt and kill the applicant.”


And so saying he turned his face to the wall and gave up the ghost.





The Benevolent Author




APOOR AND YOUNG literary beginner had tried in vain to get his manuscripts accepted. At last, when the horrors of starvation were staring him in the face, he laid his sad case before a celebrated author, beseeching his counsel and assistance. This generous man immediately put aside his own matters and proceeded to peruse one of the despised manuscripts. Having completed his kindly task, he shook the poor young man cordially by the hand, saying, “I perceive merit in this; come again to me on Monday.” At the time specified, the celebrated author, with a sweet smile, but saying nothing, spread open a magazine which was damp from the press. What was the poor young man’s astonishment to discover upon the printed page his own article. “How can I ever,” said he, falling upon his knees and bursting into tears, “testify my gratitude for this noble conduct!”


The celebrated author was the renowned Snodgrass; the poor young beginner thus rescued from obscurity and starvation was the afterward equally renowned Snagsby. Let this pleasing incident admonish us to turn a charitable ear to all beginners that need help.


SEQUEL


The next week Snagsby was back with five rejected manuscripts. The celebrated author was a little surprised, because in the books the young struggler had needed but one lift, apparently. However, he plowed through these papers, removing unnecessary flowers and digging up some acres of adjective stumps, and then succeeded in getting two of the articles accepted.


A week or so drifted by, and the grateful Snagsby arrived with another cargo. The celebrated author had felt a mighty glow of satisfaction within himself the first time he had successfully befriended the poor young struggler, and had compared himself with the generous people in the books with high gratification; but he was beginning to suspect now that he had struck upon something fresh in the noble-episode line. His enthusiasm took a chill. Still, he could not bear to repulse this struggling young author, who clung to him with such pretty simplicity and trustfulness.


Well, the upshot of it all was that the celebrated author presently found himself permanently freighted with the poor young beginner. All his mild efforts to unload this cargo went for nothing. He had to give daily counsel, daily encouragement; he had to keep on procuring magazine acceptances, and then revamping the manuscripts to make them presentable. When the young aspirant got a start at last, he rode into sudden fame by describing the celebrated author’s private life with such a caustic humor and such minuteness of blistering detail that the book sold a prodigious edition, and broke the celebrated author’s heart with mortification. With his latest gasp he said, “Alas, the books deceived me; they do not tell the whole story. Beware of the struggling young author, my friends. Whom God sees fit to starve, let not man presumptuously rescue to his own undoing.”





The Grateful Husband




ONE DAY A LADY was driving through the principal street of a great city with her little boy, when the horses took fright and dashed madly away, hurling the coachman from his box and leaving the occupants of the carnage paralyzed with terror. But a brave youth who was driving a grocery-wagon threw himself before the plunging animals, and succeeded in arresting their flight at the peril of his own. [2] The grateful lady took his number, and upon arriving at her home she related the heroic act to her husband (who had read the books), who listened with streaming eyes to the moving recital, and who, after returning thanks, in conjunction with his restored loved ones, to Him who suffereth not even a sparrow to fall to the ground unnoticed, sent for the brave young person, and, placing a check for five hundred dollars in his hand, said, “Take this as a reward for your noble act, William Ferguson, and if ever you shall need a friend, remember that Thompson McSpadden has a grateful heart.” Let us learn from this that a good deed cannot fail to benefit the doer, however humble he may be.


SEQUEL


William Ferguson called the next week and asked Mr. McSpadden to use his influence to get him a higher employment, he feeling capable of better things than driving a grocer’s wagon. Mr. McSpadden got him an underclerkship at a good salary.


Presently William Ferguson’s mother fell sick, and William– Well, to cut the story short, Mr. McSpadden consented to take her into his house. Before long she yearned for the society of her younger children; so Mary and Julia were admitted also, and little Jimmy, their brother. Jimmy had a pocket knife, and he wandered into the drawing-room with it one day, alone, and reduced ten thousand dollars’ worth of furniture to an indeterminable value in rather less than three-quarters of an hour. A day or two later he fell down-stairs and broke his neck, and seventeen of his family’s relatives came to the house to attend the funeral. This made them acquainted, and they kept the kitchen occupied after that, and likewise kept the McSpaddens busy hunting-up situations of various sorts for them, and hunting up more when they wore these out. The old woman drank a good deal and swore a good deal; but the grateful McSpaddens knew it was their duty to reform her, considering what her son had done for them, so they clave nobly to their generous task. William came often and got decreasing sums of money, and asked for higher and more lucrative employments– which the grateful McSpadden more or less promptly procured for him. McSpadden consented also, after some demur, to fit William for college; but when the first vacation came and the hero requested to be sent to Europe for his health, the persecuted McSpadden rose against the tyrant and revolted. He plainly and squarely refused. William Ferguson’s mother was so astounded that she let her gin-bottle drop, and her profane lips refused to do their office. When she recovered she said in a half-gasp, “Is this your gratitude? Where would your wife and boy be now, but for my son?”


William said, “Is this your gratitude? Did I save your wife’s life or not? Tell me that!”


Seven relations swarmed in from the kitchen and each said, “And this is his gratitude!”


William’s sisters stared, bewildered, and said, “And this is his grat—” but were interrupted by their mother, who burst into tears and exclaimed, “To think that my sainted little Jimmy threw away his life in the service of such a reptile!”


Then the pluck of the revolutionary McSpadden rose to the occasion, and he replied with fervor, “Out of my house, the whole beggarly tribe of you! I was beguiled by the books, but shall never be beguiled again– once is sufficient for me.” And turning to William he shouted, “Yes, you did save my, wife’s life, and the next man that does it shall die in his tracks!”




Not being a clergyman, I place my text at the end of my sermon instead of at the beginning. Here it is, from Mr. Noah Brooks’s Recollections of President Lincoln in Scribners Monthly:



J. H. Hackett, in his part of Falstaff, was an actor who gave Mr. Lincoln great delight. With his usual desire to signify to others his sense of obligation, Mr. Lincoln wrote a genial little note to the actor expressing his pleasure at witnessing his performance. Mr. Hackett, in reply, sent a book of some sort; perhaps it was one of his own authorship. He also wrote several notes to the President. One night, quite late, when the episode had passed out of my mind, I went to the white House in answer to a message. Passing into the President’s office, I noticed, to my surprise, Hackett sitting in the anteroom as if waiting for an audience. The President asked me if anyone was outside. On being told, he said, half sadly, “Oh, I can’t see him, I can’t see him; I was in hopes he had gone away.” Then he added, “Now this just illustrates the difficulty of having pleasant friends and acquaintances in this place. You know how I liked Hackett as an actor, and how I wrote to tell him so. He sent me that book, and there I thought the matter would end. He is a master of his place in the profession, I suppose, and well fixed in it; but just because we had a little friendly correspondence, such as any two men might have, he wants something. What do you suppose he wants?” I could not guess, and Mr. Lincoln added, “well, he wants to be consul to London. Oh, dear!”




I will observe, in conclusion, that the William Ferguson incident occurred, and within my personal knowledge– though I have changed the nature of the details, to keep William from recognizing himself in it.


All the readers of this article have in some sweet and gushing hour of their lives played the rôle of Magnanimous-Incident hero. I wish I knew how many there are among them who are willing to talk about that episode and like to be reminded of the consequences that flowed from it.



[2] This is probably a misprint.

—M. T.









28The Gambetta Duel




MUCH AS THE MODERN French duel is ridiculed by certain smart people, it is in reality one of the most dangerous institutions of our day. Since it is always fought in the open air, the combatants are nearly sure to catch cold. M. Paul de Cassagnac, the most inveterate of the French duelists, had suffered so often in this way that he is at last a confirmed invalid; and the best physician in Paris has expressed the opinion that if he goes on dueling for fifteen or twenty years more– unless he forms the habit of fighting in a comfortable room where damps and drafts cannot intrude– he will eventually endanger his life. This ought to moderate the talk of those people who are so stubborn in maintaining that the French duel is the most health-giving of recreations because of the open-air exercise it affords. And it ought also to moderate that foolish talk about French duelists and socialist-hated monarchs being the only people who are immoral.


But it is time to get at my subject. As soon as I heard of the late fiery outbreak between M. Gambetta and M. Fourtou in the French Assembly, I knew that trouble must follow. I knew it because a long personal friendship with M. Gambetta revealed to me the desperate and implacable nature of the man. Vast as are his physical proportions, I knew that the thirst for revenge would penetrate to the remotest frontiers of his person.


I did not wait for him to call on me, but went at once to him. As I had expected, I found the brave fellow steeped in a profound French calm. I say French calm, because French calmness and English calmness have points of difference.


He was moving swiftly back and forth among the debris of his furniture, now and then staving chance fragments of it across the room with his foot; grinding a constant grist of curses through his set teeth; and halting every little while to deposit another handful of his hair on the pile which he had been building of it on the table.


He threw his arms around my neck, bent me over his stomach to his breast, kissed me on both cheeks, hugged me four or five times, and then placed me in his own arm-chair. As soon as I had got well again, we began business at once.


I said I supposed he would wish me to act as his second, and he said, “Of course.” I said I must be allowed to act under a French name, so that I might be shielded from obloquy in my country, in case of fatal results. He winced here, probably at the suggestion that dueling was not regarded with respect in America. However, he agreed to my requirement. This accounts for the fact that in all the newspaper reports M. Gambetta’s second was apparently a Frenchman.


First, we drew up my principal’s will. I insisted upon this, and stuck to my point. I said I had never heard of a man in his right mind going out to fight a duel without first making his will. He said he had never heard of a man in his right mind doing anything of the kind. When he had finished the will, he wished to proceed to a choice of his “last words.” He wanted to know how the following words, as a dying exclamation, struck me:


“I die for my God, for my country, for freedom of speech, for progress, and the universal brotherhood of man!”


I objected that this would require too lingering a death; it was a good speech for a consumptive, but not suited to the exigencies of the field of honor. We wrangled over a good many ante-mortem outbursts, but I finally got him to cut his obituary down to this, which he copied into his memorandum-book, purposing to get it by heart:


“I DIE THAT FRANCE MIGHT LIVE.”


I said that this remark seemed to lack relevancy; but he said relevancy was a matter of no consequence in last words, what you wanted was thrill.


The next thing in order was the choice of weapons. My principal said he was not feeling well, and would leave that and the other details of the proposed meeting to me. Therefore I wrote the following note and carried it to M. Fourtou’s friend:



Sir: M. Gambetta accepts M. Fourtou’s challenge, and authorizes me to propose Plessis-Piquet as the place of meeting; tomorrow morning at daybreak as the time; and axes as the weapons.


I am, sir, with great respect,


Mark Twain.




M. Fourtou’s friend read this note, and shuddered. Then he turned to me, and said, with a suggestion of severity in his tone:


“Have you considered, sir, what would be the inevitable result of such a meeting as this?”


“Well, for instance, what would it be?”


“Bloodshed!”


“That’s about the size of it,” I said. “Now, if it is a fair question, what was your side proposing to shed?”


I had him there. He saw he had made a blunder, so he hastened to explain it away. He said he had spoken jestingly. Then he added that he and his principal would enjoy axes, and indeed prefer them, but such weapons were barred by the French code, and so I must change my proposal.


I walked the floor, turning the thing over in my mind, and finally it occurred to me that Gatling-guns at fifteen paces would be a likely way to get a verdict on the field of honor. So I framed this idea into a proposition.


But it was not accepted. The code was in the way again. I proposed rifles; then double-barreled shotguns; then Colt’s navy revolvers. These being all rejected, I reflected awhile, and sarcastically suggested brickbats at three-quarters of a mile. I always hate to fool away a humorous thing on a person who has no perception of humor; and it filled me with bitterness when this man went soberly away to submit the last proposition to his principal.


He came back presently and said his principal was charmed with the idea of brickbats at three-quarters of a mile, but must decline on account of the danger to disinterested parties passing between them. Then I said:


“Well, I am at the end of my string, now. Perhaps you would be good enough to suggest a weapon? Perhaps you have even had one in your mind all the time?”


His countenance brightened, and he said with alacrity:


“Oh, without doubt, monsieur!”


So he fell to hunting in his pockets– pocket after pocket, and he had plenty of them– muttering all the while, “Now, what could I have done with them?”


At last he was successful. He fished out of his vest pocket a couple of little things which I carried to the light and ascertained to be pistols. They were single-barreled and silver-mounted, and very dainty and pretty. I was not able to speak for emotion. I silently hung one of them on my watch-chain, and returned the other. My companion in crime now unrolled a postage-stamp containing several cartridges, and gave me one of them. I asked if he meant to signify by this that our men were to be allowed but one shot apiece. He replied that the French code permitted no more. I then begged him to go and suggest a distance, for my mind was growing weak and confused under the strain which had been put upon it. He named sixty-five yards. I nearly lost my patience. I said:


“Sixty-five yards, with these instruments? Squirt-guns would be deadlier at fifty. Consider, my friend, you and I are banded together to destroy life, not make it eternal.”


But with all my persuasions, all my arguments, I was only able to get him to reduce the distance to thirty-five yards; and even this concession he made with reluctance, and said with a sigh, “I wash my hands of this slaughter; on your head be it.”


There was nothing for me but to go home to my old lion-heart and tell my humiliating story. When I entered, M. Gambetta was laying his last lock of hair upon the altar. He sprang toward me, exclaiming:


“You have made the fatal arrangements– I see it in your eye!”


“I have.”


His face paled a trifle, and he leaned upon the table for support. He breathed thick and heavily for a moment or two, so tumultuous were his feelings; then he hoarsely whispered:


“The weapon, the weapon! Quick! what is the weapon?”


“This!” and I displayed that silver-mounted thing. He cast but one glance at it, then swooned ponderously to the floor.


When he came to, he said mournfully:


“The unnatural calm to which I have subjected myself has told upon my nerves. But away with weakness! I will confront my fate like a man and a Frenchman.”


He rose to his feet, and assumed an attitude which for sublimity has never been approached by man, and has seldom been surpassed by statues. Then he said, in his deep bass tones:


“Behold, I am calm, I am ready; reveal to me the distance.”


“Thirty-five yards.”...


I could not lift him up, of course; but I rolled him over, and poured water down his back. He presently came to, and said:


“Thirty-five yards– without a rest? But why ask? Since murder was that man’s intention, why should he palter with small details? But mark you one thing: in my fall the world shall see how the chivalry of France meets death.”


After a long silence he asked:


“Was nothing said about that man’s family standing up with him, as an offset to my bulk? But no matter; I would not stoop to make such a suggestion; if he is not noble enough to suggest it himself, he is welcome to this advantage, which no honorable man would take.”


He now sank into a sort of stupor of reflection, which lasted some minutes; after which he broke silence with:


“The hour– what is the hour fixed for the collision?”


“Dawn, tomorrow.”


He seemed greatly surprised, and immediately said:


“Insanity! I never heard of such a thing. Nobody is abroad at such an hour.”


“That is the reason I named it. Do you mean to say you want an audience?”


“It is no time to bandy words. I am astonished that M. Fourtou should ever have agreed to so strange an innovation. Go at once and require a later hour.”


I ran downstairs, threw open the front door, and almost plunged into the arms of M. Fourtou’s second. He said:


“I have the honor to say that my principal strenuously objects to the hour chosen, and begs you will consent to change it to half past nine.”


“Any courtesy, sir, which it is in our power to extend is at the service of your excellent principal. We agree to the proposed change of time.”


“I beg you to accept the thanks of my client.” Then he turned to a person behind him, and said, “You hear, M. Noir, the hour is altered to half past nine.” Whereupon M. Noir bowed, expressed his thanks, and went away. My accomplice continued:


“If agreeable to you, your chief surgeons and ours shall proceed to the field in the same carriage as is customary.”


“It is entirely agreeable to me, and I am obliged to you for mentioning the surgeons, for I am afraid I should not have thought of them. How many shall I want? I supposed two or three will be enough?”


“Two is the customary number for each party. I refer to ‘chief’ surgeons; but considering the exalted positions occupied by our clients, it will be well and decorous that each of us appoint several consulting surgeons, from among the highest in the profession. These will come in their own private carriages. Have you engaged a hearse?”


“Bless my stupidity, I never thought of it! I will attend to it right away. I must seem very ignorant to you; but you must try to overlook that, because I have never had any experience of such a swell duel as this before. I have had a good deal to do with duels on the Pacific coast, but I see now that they were crude affairs. A hearse– sho! we used to leave the elected lying around loose, and let anybody cord them up and cart them off that wanted to. Have you anything further to suggest?”


“Nothing, except that the head undertakers shall ride together, as is usual. The subordinates and mutes will go on foot, as is also usual. I will see you at eight o’clock in the morning, and we will then arrange the order of the procession. I have the honor to bid you a good day.”


I returned to my client, who said, “Very well; at what hour is the engagement to begin?”


“Half past nine.”


“Very good indeed. Have you sent the fact to the newspapers?”


“Sir! If after our long and intimate friendship you can for a moment deem me capable of so base a treachery—”


“Tut, tut! What words are these, my dear friend? Have I wounded you? Ah, forgive me; I am overloading you with labor. Therefore go on with the other details, and drop this one from your list. The bloody-minded Fourtou will be sure to attend to it. Or I myself– yes, to make certain, I will drop a note to my journalistic friend, M. Noir—”


“Oh, come to think of it, you may save yourself the trouble; that other second has informed M. Noir.”


“H’m! I might have known it. It is just like that Fourtou, who always wants to make a display.”


At half past nine in the morning the procession approached the field of Plessis-Piquet in the following order: first came our carriage– nobody in it but M. Gambetta and myself; then a carriage containing M. Fourtou and his second; then a carriage containing two poet-orators who did not believe in God, and these had MS. funeral orations projecting from their breast pockets; then a carriage containing the head surgeons and their cases of instruments; then eight private carriages containing consulting surgeons; then a hack containing a coroner; then the two hearses; then a carriage containing the head undertakers; then a train of assistants and mutes on foot; and after these came plodding through the fog a long procession of camp followers, police, and citizens generally. It was a noble turnout, and would have made a fine display if we had had thinner weather.


There was no conversation. I spoke several times to my principal, but I judge he was not aware of it, for he always referred to his note-book and muttered absently, “I die that France might live.”


Arrived on the field, my fellow-second and I paced off the thirty-five yards, and then drew lots for choice of position. This latter was but an ornamental ceremony, for all the choices were alike in such weather. These preliminaries being ended, I went to my principal and asked him if he was ready. He spread himself out to his full width, and said in a stern voice, “Ready! Let the batteries be charged.”


The loading process was done in the presence of duly constituted witnesses. We considered it best to perform this delicate service with the assistance of a lantern, on account of the state of the weather. We now placed our men.


At this point the police noticed that the public had massed themselves together on the right and left of the field; they therefore begged a delay, while they should put these poor people in a place of safety.


The request was granted.


The police having ordered the two multitudes to take positions behind the duelists, we were once more ready. The weather growing still more opaque, it was agreed between myself and the other second that before giving the fatal signal we should each deliver a loud whoop to enable the combatants to ascertain each other’s whereabouts.


I now returned to my principal, and was distressed to observe that he had lost a good deal of his spirit. I tried my best to hearten him. I said, “Indeed, sir, things are not as bad as they seem. Considering the character of the weapons, the limited number of shots allowed, the generous distance, the impenetrable solidity of the fog, and the added fact that one of the combatants is one-eyed and the other cross-eyed and near-sighted, it seems to me that this conflict need not necessarily be fatal. There are chances that both of you may survive. Therefore, cheer up; do not be downhearted.”


This speech had so good an effect that my principal immediately stretched forth his hand and said, “I am myself again; give me the weapon.”


I laid it, all lonely and forlorn, in the center of the vast solitude of his palm. He gazed at it and shuddered. And still mournfully contemplating it, he murmured in a broken voice:


“Alas, it is not death I dread, but mutilation.”


I heartened him once more, and with such success that he presently said, “Let the tragedy begin. Stand at my back; do not desert me in this solemn hour, my friend.”


I gave him my promise. I now assisted him to point his pistol toward the spot where I judged his adversary to be standing, and cautioned him to listen well and further guide himself by my fellow second’s whoop. Then I propped myself against M. Gambetta’s back, and raised a rousing “Whoop-ee!” This was answered from out the far distances of the fog, and I immediately shouted:


“One– two– three– FIRE!”


Two little sounds like spit! spit! broke upon my ear, and in the same instant I was crushed to the earth under a mountain of flesh. Bruised as I was, I was still able to catch a faint accent from above, to this effect:


“I die for ... for ... perdition take it, what is it I die for?... oh, yes– France! I die that France may live!”


The surgeons swarmed around with their probes in their hands, and applied their microscopes to the whole area of M. Gambetta’s person, with the happy result of finding nothing in the nature of a wound. Then a scene ensued which was in every way gratifying and inspiriting.


The two gladiators fell upon each other’s neck, with floods of proud and happy tears; that other second embraced me; the surgeons, the orators, the undertakers, the police, everybody embraced, everybody congratulated, everybody cried, and the whole atmosphere was filled with praise and with joy unspeakable.


It seemed to me then that I would rather be a hero of a French duel than a crowned and sceptered monarch.


When the commotion had somewhat subsided, the body of surgeons held a consultation, and after a good deal of debate decided that with proper care and nursing there was reason to believe that I would survive my injuries. My internal hurts were deemed the most serious, since it was apparent that a broken rib had penetrated my left lung, and that many of my organs had been pressed out so far to one side or the other of where they belonged, that it was doubtful if they would ever learn to perform their functions in such remote and unaccustomed localities. They then set my left arm in two places, pulled my right hip into its socket again, and re-elevated my nose. I was an object of great interest, and even admiration; and many sincere and warm-hearted persons had themselves introduced to me, and said they were proud to know the only man who had been hurt in a French duel in forty years.


I was placed in an ambulance at the very head of the procession; and thus with gratifying éclat I was marched into Paris, the most conspicuous figure in that great spectacle, and deposited at the hospital.


The cross of the Legion of Honor has been conferred upon me. However, few escape that distinction.


Such is the true version of the most memorable private conflict of the age.


I have no complaints to make against anyone. I acted for myself, and I can stand the consequences.


Without boasting, I think I may say I am not afraid to stand before a modern French duelist, but as long as I keep in my right mind I will never consent to stand behind one again.







29The Great Revolution in Pitcairn




LET ME REFRESH the reader’s memory a little. Nearly a hundred years ago the crew of the British ship Bounty mutinied, set the captain and his officers adrift upon the open sea, took possession of the ship, and sailed southward. They procured wives for themselves among the natives of Tahiti, then proceeded to a lonely little rock in mid-Pacific, called Pitcairn’s Island, wrecked the vessel, stripped her of everything that might be useful to a new colony, and established themselves on shore. Pitcairn’s is so far removed from the track of commerce that it was many years before another vessel touched there. It had always been considered an uninhabited island; so when a ship did at last drop its anchor there, in 1808, the captain was greatly surprised to find the place peopled. Although the mutineers had fought among themselves, and gradually killed each other off until only two or three of the original stock remained, these tragedies had not occurred before a number of children had been born; so in 1808 the island had a population of twenty-seven persons. John Adams, the chief mutineer, still survived, and was to live many years yet, as governor and patriarch of the flock. From being mutineer and homicide, he had turned Christian and teacher, and his nation of twenty-seven persons was now the purest and devoutest in Christendom. Adams had long ago hoisted the British flag and constituted his island an appanage of the British crown.


Today the population numbers ninety persons– sixteen men, nineteen women, twenty-five boys, and thirty girls– all descendants of the mutineers, all bearing the family names of those mutineers, and all speaking English, and English only. The island stands high up out of the sea, and has precipitous walls. It is about three-quarters of a mile long, and in places is as much as half a mile wide. Such arable land as it affords is held by the several families, according to a division made many years ago. There is some live stock– goats, pigs, chickens, and cats; but no dogs, and no large animals. There is one church-building used also as a capitol, a schoolhouse, and a public library. The title of the governor has been, for a generation or two, “Magistrate and Chief Ruler, in subordination to her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain.” It was his province to make the laws, as well as execute them. His office was elective; everybody over seventeen years old had a vote– no matter about the sex.


The sole occupations of the people were farming and fishing; their sole recreation, religious services. There has never been a shop in the island, nor any money. The habits and dress of the people have always been primitive, and their laws simple to puerility. They have lived in a deep Sabbath tranquility, far from the world and its ambitions and vexations, and neither knowing nor caring what was going on in the mighty empires that lie beyond their limitless ocean solitudes. Once in three or four years a ship touched there, moved them with aged news of bloody battles, devastating epidemics, fallen thrones, and ruined dynasties, then traded them some soap and flannel for some yams and breadfruit, and sailed away, leaving them to retire into their peaceful dreams and pious dissipations once more.


On the 8th of last September, Admiral de Horsey, commander-in-chief of the British fleet in the Pacific, visited Pitcairn’s Island, and speaks as follows in his official report to the admiralty:



They have beans, carrots, turnips, cabbages, and a little maize; pineapples, fig trees, custard-apples, and oranges; lemons, and cocoanuts. Clothing is obtained alone from passing ships, in barter for refreshments. There are no springs on the island, but as it rains generally once a month they have plenty of water, although at times in former years they have suffered from drought. No alcoholic liquors, except for medicinal purposes, are used, and a drunkard is unknown...


The necessary articles required by the islanders are best shown by those we furnished in barter for refreshments: namely, flannel, serge, drill, half-boots, combs, tobacco, and soap. They also stand much in need of maps and slates for their school, and tools of any kind are most acceptable. I caused them to be supplied from the public stores with a Union jack: for display on the arrival of ships, and a pit-saw, of which they were greatly in need. This, I trust, will meet the approval of their lordships. If the munificent people of England were only aware of the wants of this most deserving little colony, they would not long go unsupplied...


Divine service is held every Sunday at 10.30 A.M. and at 3 P.M., in the house built and used by John Adams for that purpose until he died in 1829. It is conducted strictly in accordance with the liturgy of the Church of England, by Mr. Simon Young, their selected pastor, who is much respected. A Bible class is held every Wednesday, when all who conveniently can attend. There is also a general meeting for prayer on the first Friday in every month. Family prayers are said in every house the first thing in the morning and the last thing in the evening, and no food is partaken of without asking God’s blessing before and afterward. Of these islanders’ religious attributes no one can speak without deep respect. A people whose greatest pleasure and privilege is to commune in prayer with their God, and to join in hymns of praise, and who are, moreover, cheerful, diligent, and probably freer from vice than any other community, need no priest among them.




Now I come to a sentence in the admiral’s report which he dropped carelessly from his pen, no doubt, and never gave the matter a second thought. He little imagined what a freight of tragic prophecy it bore! This is the sentence:



One stranger, an American, has settled on the island– a doubtful acquisition.




A doubtful acquisition, indeed! Captain Ormsby, in the American ship Hornet, touched at Pitcairn’s nearly four months after the admiral’s visit, and from the facts which he gathered there we now know all about that American. Let us put these facts together in historical form. The American’s name was Butterworth Stavely. As soon as he had become well acquainted with all the people– and this took but a few days, of course– he began to ingratiate himself with them by all the arts he could command. He became exceedingly popular, and much looked up to; for one of the first things he did was to forsake his worldly way of life, and throw all his energies into religion. He was always reading his Bible, or praying, or singing hymns, or asking blessings. In prayer, no one had such “liberty” as he, no one could pray so long or so well.


At last, when he considered the time to be ripe, he began secretly to sow the seeds of discontent among the people. It was his deliberate purpose, from the beginning, to subvert the government, but of course he kept that to himself for a time. He used different arts with different individuals. He awakened dissatisfaction in one quarter by calling attention to the shortness of the Sunday services; he argued that there should be three three-hour services on Sunday instead of only two. Many had secretly held this opinion before; they now privately banded themselves into a party to work for it. He showed certain of the women that they were not allowed sufficient voice in the prayer-meetings; thus another party was formed. No weapon was beneath his notice; he even descended to the children, and awoke discontent in their breasts because– as he discovered for them– they had not enough Sunday-school. This created a third party.


Now, as the chief of these parties, he found himself the strongest power in the community. So he proceeded to his next move– a no less important one than the impeachment of the chief magistrate, James Russell Nickoy; a man of character and ability, and possessed of great wealth, he being the owner of a house with a parlor to it, three acres and a half of yam-land, and the only boat in Pitcairn’s, a whaleboat; and, most unfortunately, a pretext for this impeachment offered itself at just the right time.


One of the earliest and most precious laws of the island was the law against trespass. It was held in great reverence, and was regarded as the palladium of the people’s liberties. About thirty years ago an important case came before the courts under this law, in this wise: a chicken belonging to Elizabeth Young (aged, at that time, fifty-eight, a daughter of John Mills, one of the mutineers of the Bounty) trespassed upon the grounds of Thursday October Christian (aged twenty-nine, a grandson of Fletcher Christian, one of the mutineers). Christian killed the chicken. According to the law, Christian could keep the chicken; or, if he preferred, he could restore its remains to the owner and receive damages in “produce” to an amount equivalent to the waste and injury wrought by the trespasser. The court records set forth that “the said Christian aforesaid did deliver the aforesaid remains to the said Elizabeth Young, and did demand one bushel of yams in satisfaction of the damage done.” But Elizabeth Young considered the demand exorbitant; the parties could not agree; therefore Christian brought suit in the courts. He lost his case in the justice’s court; at least, he was awarded only a half-peck of yams, which he considered insufficient, and in the nature of a defeat. He appealed. The case lingered several years in an ascending grade of courts, and always resulted in decrees sustaining the original verdict; and finally the thing got into the supreme court, and there it stuck for twenty years. But last summer, even the supreme court managed to arrive at a decision at last. Once more the original verdict was sustained. Christian then said he was satisfied; but Stavely was present, and whispered to him and to his lawyer, suggesting, “as a mere form,” that the original law be exhibited, in order to make sure that it still existed. It seemed an odd idea, but an ingenious one. So the demand was made. A messenger was sent to the magistrate’s house; he presently returned with the tidings that it had disappeared from among the state archives.


The court now pronounced its late decision void, since it had been made under a law which had no actual existence.


Great excitement ensued immediately. The news swept abroad over the whole island that the palladium of the public liberties was lost– maybe treasonably destroyed. Within thirty minutes almost the entire nation were in the court-room– that is to say, the church. The impeachment of the chief magistrate followed, upon Stavely’s motion. The accused met his misfortune with the dignity which became his great office. He did not plead, or even argue; he offered the simple defense that he had not meddled with the missing law; that he had kept the state archives in the same candle-box that had been used as their depository from the beginning; and that he was innocent of the removal or destruction of the lost document.


But nothing could save him; he was found guilty of misprision of treason, and degraded from his office, and all his property was confiscated.


The lamest part of the whole shameful matter was the reason suggested by his enemies for his destruction of the law, to wit: that he did it to favor Christian, because Christian was his cousin! Whereas Stavely was the only individual in the entire nation who was not his cousin. The reader must remember that all these people are the descendants of half a dozen men; that the first children intermarried together and bore grandchildren to the mutineers; that these grandchildren intermarried; after them, great and great-great-grandchildren intermarried; so that today everybody is blood kin to everybody. Moreover, the relationships are wonderfully, even astoundingly, mixed up and complicated. A stranger, for instance, says to an islander:


“You speak of that young woman as your cousin; a while ago you called her your aunt.”


“Well, she is my aunt, and my cousin, too. And also my stepsister, my niece, my fourth cousin, my thirty-third cousin, my forty-second cousin, my great-aunt, my grandmother, my widowed sister-in-law– and next week she will be my wife.”


So the charge of nepotism against the chief magistrate was weak. But no matter; weak or strong, it suited Stavely. Stavely was immediately elected to the vacant magistracy, and, oozing reform from every pore, he went vigorously to work. In no long time religious services raged everywhere and unceasingly. By command, the second prayer of the Sunday morning service, which had customarily endured some thirty-five or forty minutes, and had pleaded for the world, first by continent and then by national and tribal detail, was extended to an hour and a half, and made to include supplications in behalf of the possible peoples in the several planets. Everybody was pleased with this; everybody said, “Now this is something like.” By command, the usual three-hour sermons were doubled in length. The nation came in a body to testify their gratitude to the new magistrate. The old law forbidding cooking on the Sabbath was extended to the prohibition of eating, also. By command, Sunday-school was privileged to spread over into the week. The joy of all classes was complete. In one short month the new magistrate had become the people’s idol!


The time was ripe for this man’s next move. He began, cautiously at first, to poison the public mind against England. He took the chief citizens aside, one by one, and conversed with them on this topic. Presently he grew bolder, and spoke out. He said the nation owed it to itself, to its honor, to its great traditions, to rise in its might and throw off “this galling English yoke.”


But the simple islanders answered:


“We had not noticed that it galled. How does it gall? England sends a ship once in three or four years to give us soap and clothing, and things which we sorely need and gratefully receive; but she never troubles us; she lets us go our own way.”


“She lets you go your own way! So slaves have felt and spoken in all the ages! This speech shows how fallen you are, how base, how brutalized you have become, under this grinding tyranny! What! has all manly pride forsaken you? Is liberty nothing? Are you content to be a mere appendage to a foreign and hateful sovereignty, when you might rise up and take your rightful place in the august family of nations, great, free, enlightened, independent, the minion of no sceptered master, but the arbiter of your own destiny, and a voice and a power in decreeing the destinies of your sister-sovereignties of the world?”


Speeches like this produced an effect by and by. Citizens began to feel the English yoke; they did not know exactly how or whereabouts they felt it, but they were perfectly certain they did feel it. They got to grumbling a good deal, and chafing under their chains, and longing for relief and release. They presently fell to hating the English flag, that sign and symbol of their nation’s degradation; they ceased to glance up at it as they passed the capitol, but averted their eyes and grated their teeth; and one morning, when it was found trampled into the mud at the foot of the staff, they left it there, and no man put his hand to it to hoist it again. A certain thing which was sure to happen sooner or later happened now. Some of the chief citizens went to the magistrate by night, and said:


“We can endure this hated tyranny no longer. How can we cast it off?”


“By a coup d’état.”


“How?”


“A coup d’état. It is like this: everything is got ready, and at the appointed moment I, as the official head of the nation, publicly and solemnly proclaim its independence, and absolve it from allegiance to any and all other powers whatsoever.”


“That sounds simple and easy. We can do that right away. Then what will be the next thing to do?”


“Seize all the defenses and public properties of all kinds, establish martial law, put the army and navy on a war footing, and proclaim the empire!”


This fine program dazzled these innocents. They said:


“This is grand– this is splendid; but will not England resist?”


“Let her. This rock is a Gibraltar.”


“True. But about the empire? Do we need an empire and an emperor?”


“What you need, my friends, is unification. Look at Germany; look at Italy. They are unified. Unification is the thing. It makes living dear. That constitutes progress. We must have a standing army and a navy. Taxes follow, as a matter of course. All these things summed up make grandeur. With unification and grandeur, what more can you want? Very well– only the empire can confer these boons.”


So on the 8th day of December Pitcairn’s Island was proclaimed a free and independent nation; and on the same day the solemn coronation of Butterworth I, Emperor of Pitcairn’s Island, took place, amid great rejoicings and festivities. The entire nation, with the exception of fourteen persons, mainly little children, marched past the throne in single file, with banners and music, the procession being upward of ninety feet long; and some said it was as much as three-quarters of a minute passing a given point. Nothing like it had ever been seen in the history of the island before. Public enthusiasm was measureless.


Now straightway imperial reforms began. Orders of nobility were instituted. A minister of the navy was appointed, and the whaleboat put in commission. A minister of war was created, and ordered to proceed at once with the formation of a standing army. A first lord of the treasury was named, and commanded to get up a taxation scheme, and also open negotiations for treaties, offensive, defensive, and commercial, with foreign powers. Some generals and admirals were appointed; also some chamberlains, some equerries in waiting, and some lords of the bedchamber.


At this point all the material was used up. The Grand Duke of Galilee, minister of war, complained that all the sixteen grown men in the empire had been given great offices, and consequently would not consent to serve in the ranks; wherefore his standing army was at a standstill. The Marquis of Ararat, minister of the navy, made a similar complaint. He


said he was willing to steer the whaleboat himself, but he must have somebody to man her.


The emperor did the best he could in the circumstances: he took all the boys above the age of ten years away from their mothers, and pressed them into the army, thus constructing a corps of seventeen privates, officered by one lieutenant-general and two major-generals. This pleased the minister of war, but procured the enmity of all the mothers in the land; for they said their precious ones must now find bloody graves in the fields of war, and he would be answerable for it. Some of the more heartbroken and unappeasable among them lay constantly wait for the emperor and threw yams at him, unmindful of the body-guard.


On account of the extreme scarcity of material, it was found necessary to require the Duke of Bethany postmaster-general, to pull stroke-oar in the navy and thus sit in the rear of a noble of lower degree namely, Viscount Canaan, lord justice of the common pleas. This turned the Duke of Bethany into tolerably open malcontent and a secret conspirator– a thing which the emperor foresaw, but could not help.


Things went from bad to worse. The emperor raised Nancy Peters to the peerage on one day, and married her the next, notwithstanding, for reasons of state, the cabinet had strenuously advised him to marry Emmeline, eldest daughter of the Archbishop of Bethlehem. This caused trouble in a powerful quarter– the church. The new empress secured the support and friendship of two-thirds of the thirty-six grown women in the nation by absorbing them into her court as maids of honor; but this made deadly enemies of the remaining twelve. The families of the maids of honor soon began to rebel, because there was nobody at home to keep house. The twelve snubbed women refused to enter the imperial kitchen as servants; so the empress had to require the Countess of Jericho and other great court dames to fetch water, sweep the palace, and perform other menial and equally distasteful services. This made bad blood in that department.


Everybody fell to complaining that the taxes levied for the support of the army, the navy, and the rest of the imperial establishment were intolerably burdensome, and were reducing the nation to beggary. The emperor’s reply– “Look– Look at Germany; look at Italy. Are you better than they? and haven’t you unification?”– did not satisfy them. They said, “People can’t eat unification, and we are starving. Agriculture has ceased. Everybody is in the army, everybody is in the navy, everybody is in the public service, standing around in a uniform, with nothing whatever to do, nothing to eat, and nobody to till the fields—”


“Look at Germany; look at Italy. It is the same there. Such is unification, and there’s no other way to get it– no other way to keep it after you’ve got it,” said the poor emperor always.


But the grumblers only replied, “We can’t stand the taxes– we can’t stand them.”


Now right on top of this the cabinet reported a national debt amounting to upward of forty-five dollars– half a dollar to every individual in the nation. And they proposed to fund something. They had heard that this was always done in such emergencies. They proposed duties on exports; also on imports. And they wanted to issue bonds; also paper money, redeemable in yams and cabbages in fifty years. They said the pay of the army and of the navy and of the whole governmental machine was far in arrears, and unless something was done, and done immediately, national bankruptcy must ensue, and possibly insurrection and revolution. The emperor at once resolved upon a high-handed measure, and one of a nature never before heard of in Pitcairn’s Island. He went in state to the church on Sunday morning, with the army at his back, and commanded the minister of the treasury to take up a collection.


That was the feather that broke the camel’s back. First one citizen, and then another, rose and refused to submit to this unheard-of outrage– and each refusal was followed by the immediate confiscation of the malcontent’s property. This vigor soon stopped the refusals, and the collection proceeded amid a sullen and ominous silence. As the emperor withdrew with the troops, he said, “I will teach you who is master here.” Several persons shouted, “Down with unification!” They were at once arrested and torn from the arms of their weeping friends by the soldiery.


But in the mean time, as any prophet might have foreseen, a Social Democrat had been developed. As the emperor stepped into the gilded imperial wheelbarrow at the church door, the social democrat stabbed at him fifteen or sixteen times with a harpoon, but fortunately with such a peculiarly social democratic unprecision of aim as to do no damage.


That very night the convulsion came. The nation rose as one man– though forty-nine of the revolutionists were of the other sex. The infantry threw down their pitchforks; the artillery cast aside their cocoanuts; the navy revolted; the emperor was seized, and bound hand and foot in his palace. He was very much depressed. He said:


“I freed you from a grinding tyranny; I lifted you up out of your degradation, and made you a nation among nations; I gave you a strong, compact, centralized government; and, more than all, I gave you the blessing of blessings– unification. I have done all this, and my reward is hatred, insult, and these bonds. Take me; do with me as you will. I here resign my crown and all my dignities, and gladly do I release myself from their too heavy burden. For your sake I took them up; for your sake I lay them down. The imperial jewel is no more; now bruise and defile as ye will the useless setting.”


By a unanimous voice the people condemned the ex-emperor and the social democrat to perpetual banishment from church services, or to perpetual labor as galley-slaves in the whaleboat– whichever they might prefer. The next day the nation assembled again, and rehoisted the British flag, reinstated the British tyranny, reduced the nobility to the condition of commoners again, and then straightway turned their diligent attention to the weeding of the ruined and neglected yam patches, and the rehabilitation of the old useful industries and the old healing and solacing pieties. The ex-emperor restored the lost trespass law, and explained that he had stolen it not to injure anyone, but to further his political projects. Therefore the nation gave the late chief magistrate his office again, and also his alienated Property.


Upon reflection, the ex-emperor and the social democrat chose perpetual banishment from religious services in preference to perpetual labor as galley slaves “with perpetual religious services,” as they phrased it; wherefore the people believed that the poor fellows’ troubles had unseated their reason, and so they judged it best to confine them for the present. Which they did.


Such is the history of Pitcairn’s “doubtful acquisition.”







30A Presidential Candidate




IHAVE PRETTY MUCH made up my mind to run for President. What the country wants is a candidate who cannot be injured by investigation of his past history, so that the enemies of the party will be unable to rake up anything against him that nobody ever heard of before. If you know the worst about a candidate, to begin with, every attempt to spring things on him will be checkmated. Now I am going to enter the field with an open record. I am going to own up in advance to all the wickedness I have done, and if any Congressional committee is disposed to prowl around my biography in the hope of discovering any dark and deadly deed that I have secreted, why– let it prowl.


In the first place, I admit that I treed a rheumatic grandfather of mine in the winter of 1850. He was old and inexpert in climbing trees, but with the heartless brutality that is characteristic of me I ran him out of the front door in his nightshirt at the point of a shotgun, and caused him to bowl up a maple tree, where he remained all night, while I emptied shot into his legs. I did this because he snored. I will do it again if I ever have another grandfather. I am as inhuman now as I was in 1850. I candidly acknowledge that I ran away at the battle of Gettysburg. My friends have tried to smooth over this fact by asserting that I did so for the purpose of imitating Washington, who went into the woods at Valley Forge for the purpose of saying his prayers. It was a miserable subterfuge. I struck out in a straight line for the Tropic of Cancer because I was scared. I wanted my country saved, but I preferred to have somebody else save it. I entertain that preference yet. If the bubble reputation can be obtained only at the cannon’s mouth, I am willing to go there for it, provided the cannon is empty. If it is loaded my immortal and inflexible purpose is to get over the fence and go home. My invariable practice in war has been to bring out of every fight two-thirds more men than when I went in. This seems to me to be Napoleonic in its grandeur.


My financial views are of the most decided character, but they are not likely, perhaps, to increase my popularity with the advocates of inflation. I do not insist upon the special supremacy of rag money or hard money. The great fundamental principle of my life is to take any kind I can get.


The rumor that I buried a dead aunt under my grapevine was correct. The vine needed fertilizing, my aunt had to be buried, and I dedicated her to this high purpose. Does that unfit me for the Presidency? The Constitution of our country does not say so. No other citizen was ever considered unworthy of this office because he enriched his grapevines with his dead relatives. Why should I be selected as the first victim of an absurd prejudice?


I admit also that I am not a friend of the poor man. I regard the poor man, in his present condition, as so much wasted raw material. Cut up and properly canned, he might be made useful to fatten the natives of the cannibal islands and to improve our export trade with that region. I shall recommend legislation upon the subject in my first message. My campaign cry will be: “Desiccate the poor workingman; stuff him into sausages.”


These are about the worst parts of my record. On them I come before the country. If my country don’t want me, I will go back again. But I recommend myself as a safe man– a man who starts from the basis of total depravity and proposes to be fiendish to the last.







31The New Postal Regulation




To the Editor of the Hartford Courant:


Sir: The new postal regulation adds quite perceptibly to my daily burden of work. Needlessly, too, as I think. A day or two ago I made a note of the addresses which I had put upon letters that day, and then ciphered up to see how many words the additional particularities of the new ruling had cost me. It was seventy-two. That amounts to just a page of my manuscript, exactly. If it were stuff that a magazine would enjoy, I could sell it and gradually get rich as time rolled on; as it isn’t, I lose the time and the ink. I don’t get a cent for it, the Government grows no wealthier; I grow poorer, nobody in the world is benefited. Seventy-two words utterly wasted; and, mind you, when a man is paid by the word, (at least by the page, which is the same thing,) this sort of thing hurts. Here are one or two specimens from those addresses, with the unnecessary additions in italics (*):



Editor “Atlantic Monthly,”


*Care Messrs, Houghton, Osgood & Co.,*


*Winthrop square,*


Boston,


*Mass.*




Nine words wasted– I used to use only the first line and the word “Boston”– and until the letter carriers lose their minds the additional nine words can never become necessary.



Messrs. Arnold, Constable & Co.


*Cor, 19th & B’way,*


New York,


*N.Y.*




Six unnecessary words.



Gilsey House,


*Cor. 29th & B’way,*


New York


*N. Y.*




Six unnecessary words.


Even the dead people in Boston and New York could tell a letter carrier how to find those prominent houses. That same day I wrote a letter to a friend at the Windsor Hotel, New York– surely, that house is prominent enough, ain’t it? but I could not precisely name the side streets, neither did I know the name of the back street, nor the head cook’s name. So that letter would have gone to the dead letter office sure, if I hadn’t covered it all over with an appeal to Mr. James to take it under his personal official protection and let it go to that man at the Windsor just this once, and I would not offend any more.


Now, you know yourself that there is no need of an official decree to compel a man to make a letter address full and elaborate where it is at all necessary– for the writer is more anxious that his letter shall go through than the Postmaster General can be. And when the writer cannot supply those minute details from lack of knowledge, the decree cannot help him in the least. So what is the use of the decree? As for those common mistakes, the misdirecting of letters, the leaving off the country, the State, &c., do you think an official decree can do away with that? You know yourself that heedless, absent-minded people are bound to make those mistakes, and that no decree can knock the disposition out of them.


Observe this– I have been ciphering, and I know that the following facts are correct. The new law will compel 18,000 great mercantile houses to employ three extra correspondents at $1,000 a year– $54,000– smaller establishments in proportion. It will compel 30,000,000 of our people to write a daily average of 10 extra words apiece– 300,000,000 unnecessary words; most of these people are slow– the average will be half a minute consumed on each 10 words– 15,000,000 minutes of this nation’s time fooled away every day– say 247,400 hours– which amounts to about 25,000 working days of 10 hours each; this makes 82 years of 300 working days each, counting Sundays and sickness– 82 years of this nation’s time wholly thrown away every day! Value of the average man’s time, say $1,000 a year– now do you see?– $82,000 thrown away daily; in round numbers $25,000,000 yearly; in 10 years $250,000,000; in a hundred years, $2,500,000,000; in a million years– but I have not the nerve to go on; you can see yourself what we are coming to. If this law continues in force, there will not be money enough in this country, by and by, to pay for its obituary– and you mark my words, it will need one.


Now we come to the ink. No, let us forbear– in fancy I already see the fleets of the world sailing in it.


Isn’t it odd that we should take a spasm, every now and then, and go spinning back into the dark ages once more, after having put in a world of time and money and work toiling up into the high lights of modern progress?


For many years it has been England’s boast that her postal system is so admirable that you can’t so cripple the direction of a letter that the Post Office Department won’t manage some way to find the person the missive is intended for. We could say that, too, once. But we have retired a hundred years, within the last two months, and now it our boast that only the brightest and thoughtfulest, and knowingest men’s letters will ever be permitted to reach their destinations, and that those of the mighty majority of the American people– the heedless, the unthinking, the illiterate– will be rudely shot by the shortest route to the dead letter office and destruction. It seems to me that this new decree is very decidedly un-American.


Mark Twain.


HARTFORD, Nov. 22.







32The Postal Order Again




To the Editor of the Hartford Courant:


A day or two ago I received a formidable envelope from Washington inclosing a letter and some printed matter. This envelope had certain peculiarities about it. For instance, in its right-hand upper corner an oval black stamp was printed, bearing the words, “United States Postal Service;” in the upper left-hand corner the following words were printed in large, bold type, in three separate lines, thus:



Post Office Department,

Office of the Postmaster-General


OFFICIAL BUSINESS.




In the lower left-hand corner was printed the following words, in two separate lines, thus:



A penalty of $300 is fixed by law for using this envelope for other than


OFFICIAL BUSINESS




In this majestic envelope I found the following, among other things:





Post Office Department,

Washington, D. C.,

Nov. 30, 1879


S. M. Clemens, Esq.,

Hartford, Conn.:



Dear Sir: Noticing your letter to the Hartford Courant upon the recent order of the Postmaster-General, I take the liberty of inclosing a few copies of a tract which the department has prepared in order to meet such hardened cases as yours. After reading the tract and the inclosing clipping from the Cincinnati Enquirer, which latter I wish you would return to me, as it is the only copy I have, you will see that the “unnecessary labor” of which you complain was really as unnecessary as the complaint, the only utility of which was to add to the already surplus stock of misinformation in the world, and to enable some needy compositors to increase their strings by several thousand, which latter end might have been just as well attained by the use of bogus.


I send you by this mail a copy of the Postal laws and regulations, to explain the allusions in the tract, and hope you will take the trouble to look into the matter thoroughly. The department is a unit in regarding the order as the greatest step toward perfecting postal service that has been taken for years, and its officers are confident that when the public understand it they will sustain it. Yours truly,




Thomas B. Kirby


Private Secretary to

the Postmaster-General.






MARK TWAIN’S RESPONSE



My Callow Friend: When you shall have outgrown the effervescences of youth and acquired a bit of worldly experience, you will cease to make mistakes like that. That is to say, you will refrain from meddling in matters which do not concern you; you will recognize the simple wisdom of confining yourself strictly to your own business. There are persons who would resent this innocent piece of impertinence of yours, and say harsh things to you about it; but fortunately for you, I am not that sort of person. Whatever else I may lack, I have a good heart. Therefore, in a humane and gentle spirit, I will try to set you right upon certain small points– not to hurt you, but to do you good. You seem to think you have been called to account. This is a grave error. It is the Post Office Department of the United States of America which has been called to account. There is a difference here which you have overlooked; I will point it out. You are not the Post Office Department, but only an irresponsible, inexpensive, and unnecessary appendage to it. Grave, elderly men, public instructors, like me, do not call private secretaries to account. Bear this in mind; it will be a help to you. The mistake you have made is simple– you have imagined yourself the dog, whereas you are the tail: You have endeavored to wag the dog; this was not judicious. You should have hung quiescent until the dog wagged you. If I stepped on this tail– and we will grant for the sake of argument that I did– it was not to call the tail’s attention to anything, but only to direct the attention of the main body of the animal to a certain matter. You perceive it was simply in the nature of ringing a bell, that is all; my business was not with the bell itself, but with the owner of it. A bell is a useful thing, in a measure, but it should not keep on ringing when one is done with it. Do I make myself partially understood? Lest there be any doubt, let me illustrate further– by parable; for the parable is the simplest and surest vehicle for conveying information to the immature mind. You seem to have gathered the impression, somehow, that you are a member of the Cabinet. Your chief is one of the guns of that battery, but you are not. You are not the gun or the load, or even the ram-rod; neither do you supply the ammunition. You only do up the cartridge, and serve as a fire-stick to touch it off. You are not the barrel of molasses; you are only the faucet through which molasses is discharged. You are not the boot, but the bootjack; that is to say, you do not furnish the idea, you only pull it off. You are not the lightning, but only the lightning-rod. do you perceive? The thing I am trying to convey to you is, that it does not become you to assume functions which do not belong to you. You may think it strange that I am closing this note without saying anything upon the matter which you have broached. Overlook that, drop it out of your mind– we do not disturb the repose of private secretaries with affairs with which they have nothing to do. The newspaper slip which you have inclosed to me will be returned to you by one of my private secretaries. I keep 11 of those things– not for use, but display. Although I cannot consent to talk public business with you, a benevolent impulse moves me to call your attention to a matter which is of quite serious importance to you as an individual. You, an unofficial private citizen, have written me an entirely personal and unofficial letter, which you have had the temerity to inclose to me in a department envelope bearing upon its surface in clear print this plain and unmistakable warning: “A penalty of $300 is fixed by law for using this envelope for other than official business.” The servants of the Government’s officers ought to be, for simple decency’s sake among the last to break its laws. You have committed a serious offense– an offense which has none of the elements of a joke about it– and only plain and simple treachery to his duty on the part of your superior can save you from the penalty involved. The kindly and almost affectionate spirit which I have shown you is sufficient evidence that I do not wish you any harm, but, indeed, the reverse. So, if that treachery shall intervene to shelter you, I shall not be sorry– as far as you individually are concerned– but I should be unfaithful to my citizenship if I did not at the same time feel something of a pang to see a law of the land coolly ignored and degraded by one of the very highest officers of the Government. As far as I am concerned you are safe, unless you intrude upon me again, in which case I may be tempted to bring you before the courts myself for the violation of that law. There, now, receive my blessing. Go, and do not mix into other people’s affairs any more. Otherwise, you may pick up somebody who will feed disagreeable words to you instead of sugar.


Mark Twain.






THE PRIVATE SECRETARY RETORTS.



To the Editor of the Hartford Evening Post:



Sir: My attention has been called to a letter in the Courant of Dec. 9, signed “Mark Twain,” and apparently intended for me, although Mr. Twain has not as yet had the courtesy to direct one of his eleven private secretaries to send me a copy thereof, so that I should never have known of this letter but for the kindness of some friends. The experience of others during some 10 years that I owned and edited a country daily satisfied me that a correspondent who attempted to correct an editor in his own paper had mistaken his calling, and as Mr. Twain is evidently sadly in need of correction, I must ask your indulgence for the following:





Washington, D.C.,

Dec. 11, 1879.


Mark Twain, Esq.:



Aged And Respected Sir: I don’t know that I quite grasp the meaning of your letter in the Courant of the 9th inst.; there is such a wealth of illustration in it that one almost loses sight of the matter intended to be illustrated in his admiration of the beauty of the illustrations; but as near as I can make it out you seem to be under the impression that I felt aggrieved, trod upon, sat down upon, pulled, or otherwise misused, either personally, or as an “irresponsible, inexpensive, and unnecessary appendage” to the Post Office Department, by your letter to which my communication referred.


Now, right there is where you make a very serious mistake. There was nothing in your first letter personal to myself, and its misrepresentations of the regulations of the Post Office Department were in themselves no more worthy of notice than those of a hundred irresponsible, ignorant, and unknown newspaper writers, whose marked effusions are daily sent to the department by their misguided readers. So far as the order of the Postmaster-General and the regulations of the department are concerned, they need no defense, because any man who has sense enough to comprehend them, sees at a glance that they are right, and the officers of the department have no time to waste in correcting the misinformation concerning them so sedulously disseminated by many of the common run of newspaper men.


Nothing in the world could have induced me or anybody connected with the postal service to notice your letter had it appeared as an editorial in the Barkhamsted Bugle of Freedom, from which I thought it had been extracted by the editor of the paper in which I found it, until I came to the signature; but when I saw the signature, I said to myself: “Now, here is another good man gone wrong, grievously wrong. Here is man that I have been looking up to for years as my guide, philosopher, and friend, a man whose fame covers the hemispheres, as the inventor of a scrap-book, the inauguration of the movement to erect a monument to Adam, and the only man who ever dared to speak irreverently of members of the Boston Mutual Admiration Society in the presence of a meeting of that society, and this man has been writing about a matter of which he is so utterly and hopelessly ignorant that he thinks he knows all about it.”


“It won’t do,” said I to myself, “to let such a man as this continue to languish in darkness and reflect the same upon his neighbors.” So, out of pure benevolence, I sent you the documents, believing that when you had been furnished the evidence that you were all wrong, and had been so from the beginning, you would not retract, for that would be fatal, but that you would, at least, say that the department had receded from the position in which you had placed it, and that it was at any rate, according to your latest advices, not exactly the imbecile institution which you had represented it to be.


I am glad to see that I was not disappointed, but I am a little surprised to find you laying the responsibility of your former ignorance upon the department.


Still, I don’t know that I can blame you either for that or for the (to me) somewhat personal preface to your recantation. In an ordinary man it would be regarded as natural, but I had somehow thought better things of you. You see I supposed, as a matter of course, when you killed your conscience you had also made away with your sensitiveness. To a professional humorist, a man who makes his living by prodding other people, a thin skin is even more inconvenient than a conscience, and I had not the slightest idea that you would get mad at a little thing like my letter. I can only say, by way of palliation, that if I have done anything for you to be sorry for, I am glad of it.


In conclusion, permit me to suggest that if you will kindly stir up that particular one of your 11 private secretaries, whose duty it is to return that newspaper clipping I sent you, you will greatly oblige.




Yours truly,


Thomas B. Kirby.











33Jim Baker’s Bluejay Yarn


From A Tramp Abroad




ONE AFTERNOON I got lost in the woods about a mile from the hotel, and presently fell into a train of dreamy thought about animals which talk, and kobolds, and enchanted folk, and the rest of the pleasant legendary stuff; and so, by stimulating my fancy, I finally got to imagining I glimpsed small flitting shapes here and there down the columned aisles of the forest. It was a place which was peculiarly meet for the occasion. It was a pine wood, with so thick and soft a carpet of brown needles that one’s footfall made no more sound than if he were treading on wool; the tree-trunks were as round and straight and smooth as pillars, and stood close together; they were bare of branches to a point about twenty-five feet above-ground, and from there upward so thick with boughs that not a ray of sunlight could pierce through. The world was bright with sunshine outside, but a deep and mellow twilight reigned in there, and also a deep silence so profound that I seemed to hear my own breathings.


When I had stood ten minutes, thinking and imagining, and getting my spirit in tune with the place, and in the right mood to enjoy the supernatural, a raven suddenly uttered a horse croak over my head. It made me start; and then I was angry because I started. I looked up, and the creature was sitting on a limb right over me, looking down at me. I felt something of the same sense of humiliation and injury which one feels when he finds that a human stranger has been clandestinely inspecting him in his privacy and mentally commenting upon him. I eyed the raven, and the raven eyed me. Nothing was said during some seconds. Then the bird stepped a little way along his limb to get a better point of observation, lifted his wings, stuck his head far down below his shoulders toward me and croaked again– a croak with a distinctly insulting expression about it. If he had spoken in English he could not have said any more plainly than he did say in raven, “Well, what do you want here?” I felt as foolish as if I had been caught in some mean act by a responsible being, and reproved for it. However, I made no reply; I would not bandy words with a raven. The adversary waited a while, with his shoulders still lifted, his head thrust down between them, and his keen bright eye fixed on me; then he threw out two or three more insults, which I could not understand, further than that I knew a portion of them consisted of language not used in church.


I still made no reply. Now the adversary raised his head and called. There was an answering croak from a little distance in the wood– evidently a croak of inquiry. The adversary explained with enthusiasm, and the other raven dropped everything and came. The two sat side by side on the limb and discussed me as freely and offensively as two great naturalists might discuss a new kind of bug. The thing became more and more embarrassing. They called in another friend. This was too much. I saw that they had the advantage of me, and so I concluded to get out of the scrape by walking out of it. They enjoyed my defeat as much as any low white people could have done. They craned their necks and laughed at me (for a raven can laugh, just like a man), they squalled insulting remarks after me as long as they could see me. They were nothing but ravens– I knew that– what they thought of me could be a matter of no consequence– and yet when even a raven shouts after you, “What a hat!” “Oh, pull down your vest!” and that sort of thing, it hurts you and humiliates you, and there is no getting around it with fine reasoning and pretty arguments.


Animals talk to each other, of course. There can be no question about that; but I suppose there are very few people who can understand them. I never knew but one man who could. I knew he could, however, because he told me so himself. He was a middle-aged, simple-hearted miner who had lived in a lonely corner of California, among the woods and mountains, a good many years, and had studied the ways of his only neighbors, the beasts and the birds, until he believed he could accurately translate any remark which they made. This was Jim Baker. According to Jim Baker, some animals have only a limited education, and some use only simple words, and scarcely ever a comparison or a flowery figure; whereas, certain other animals have a large vocabulary, a fine command of language and a ready and fluent delivery; consequently these latter talk a great deal; they like it; they are so conscious of their talent, and they enjoy “showing off.” Baker said, that after long and careful observation, he had come to the conclusion that the bluejays were the best talkers he had found among birds and beasts. Said he:


“There’s more to a bluejay than any other creature. He has got more moods, and more different kinds of feelings than other creatures; and, mind you, whatever a bluejay feels, he can put into language. And no mere commonplace language, either, but rattling, out-and-out book-talk– and bristling with metaphor, too– just bristling! And as for command of language– why you never see a bluejay get stuck for a word. No man ever did. They just boil out of him! And another thing: I’ve noticed a good deal, and there’s no bird, or cow, or anything that uses as good grammar as a bluejay. You may say a cat uses good grammar. Well, a cat does– but you let a cat get excited once; you let a cat get to pulling fur with another cat on a shed, nights, and you’ll hear grammar that will give you the lockjaw. Ignorant people think it’s the noise which fighting cats make that is so aggravating, but it ain’t so; it’s the sickening grammar they use. Now I’ve never heard a jay use bad grammar but very seldom; and when they do, they are as ashamed as a human; they shut right down and leave.


“You may call a jay a bird. Well, so he is, in a measure– but he’s got feathers on him, and don’t belong to no church, perhaps; but otherwise he is just as much human as you be. And I’ll tell you for why. A jay’s gifts, and instincts, and feelings, and interests, cover the whole ground. A jay hasn’t got any more principle than a Congressman. A jay will lie, a jay will steal, a jay will deceive, a jay will betray; and four times out of five, a jay will go back on his solemnest promise. The sacredness of an obligation is such a thing which you can’t cram into no bluejay’s head. Now, on top of all this, there’s another thing; a jay can out-swear any gentleman in the mines. You think a cat can swear. Well, a cat can; but you give a bluejay a subject that calls for his reserve-powers, and where is your cat? Don’t talk to me– I know too much about this thing; in the one little particular of scolding– just good, clean, out-and-out scolding– a bluejay can lay over anything, human or divine. Yes, sir, a jay is everything that a man is. A jay can cry, a jay can laugh, a jay can feel shame, a jay can reason and plan and discuss, a jay likes gossip and scandal, a jay has got a sense of humor, a jay knows when he is an ass just as well as you do– maybe better. If a jay ain’t human, he better take in his sign, that’s all. Now I’m going to tell you a perfectly true fact about some bluejays.”



What Stumped the Blue Jays


“When I first begun to understand jay language correctly, there was a little incident happened here. Seven years ago, the last man in this region but me moved away. There stands his house– been empty ever since; a log house, with a plank roof– just one big room, and no more; no ceiling– nothing between the rafters and the floor. Well, one Sunday morning I was sitting out here in front of my cabin, with my cat, taking the sun, and looking at the blue hills, and listening to the leaves rustling so lonely in the trees, and thinking of the home away yonder in the states, that I hadn’t heard from in thirteen years, when a bluejay lit on that house, with an acorn in his mouth, and says, ‘Hello, I reckon I’ve struck something.’ When he spoke, the acorn dropped out of his mouth and rolled down the roof, of course, but he didn’t care; his mind was all on the thing he had struck. It was a knot-hole in the roof. He cocked his head to one side, shut one eye and put the other one to the hole, like a possum looking down a jug; then he glanced up with his bright eyes, gave a wink or two with his wings– which signifies gratification, you understand– and says, ‘It looks like a hole, it’s located like a hole– blamed if I don’t believe it is a hole!’


“Then he cocked his head down and took another look; he glances up perfectly joyful, this time; winks his wings and his tail both, and says, ‘Oh, no, this ain’t no fat thing, I reckon! If I ain’t in luck!– Why it’s a perfectly elegant hole!’ So he flew down and got that acorn, and fetched it up and dropped it in, and was just tilting his head back, with the heavenliest smile on his face, when all of a sudden he was paralyzed into a listening attitude and that smile faded gradually out of his countenance like breath off’n a razor, and the queerest look of surprise took its place. Then he says, ‘Why, I didn’t hear it fall!’ He cocked his eye at the hole again, and took a long look; raised up and shook his head; stepped around to the other side of the hole and took another look from that side; shook his head again. He studied a while, then he just went into the details– walked round and round the hole and spied into it from every point of the compass. No use. Now he took a thinking attitude on the comb of the roof and scratched the back of his head with his right foot a minute, and finally says, ‘Well, it’s too many for me, that’s certain; must be a mighty long hole; however, I ain’t got no time to fool around here, I got to “tend to business”; I reckon it’s all right– chance it, anyway.’


“So he flew off and fetched another acorn and dropped it in, and tried to flirt his eye to the hole quick enough to see what become of it, but he was too late. He held his eye there as much as a minute; then he raised up and sighed, and says, ‘Confound it, I don’t seem to understand this thing, no way; however, I’ll tackle her again.’ He fetched another acorn, and done his level best to see what become of it, but he couldn’t. He says, ‘Well, I never struck no such a hole as this before; I’m of the opinion it’s a totally new kind of a hole.’ Then he begun to get mad. He held in for a spell, walking up and down the comb of the roof and shaking his head and muttering to himself; but his feelings got the upper hand of him, presently, and he broke loose and cussed himself black in the face. I never see a bird take on so about a little thing. When he got through he walks to the hole and looks in again for half a minute; then he says, ‘Well, you’re a long hole, and a deep hole, and a mighty singular hole altogether– but I’ve started in to fill you, and I’m damned if I don’t fill you, if it takes a hundred years!’


“And with that, away he went. You never see a bird work so since you was born. He laid into his work like a nigger, and the way he hove acorns into that hole for about two hours and a half was one of the most exciting and astonishing spectacles I ever struck. He never stopped to take a look anymore– he just hove ’em in and went for more. Well, at last he could hardly flop his wings, he was so tuckered out. He comes a-dropping down, once more, sweating like an ice-pitcher, dropped his acorn in and says, ‘now I guess I’ve got the bulge on you by this time!’ So he bent down for a look. If you’ll believe me, when his head come up again he was just pale with rage. He says, ‘I’ve shoveled acorns enough in there to keep the family thirty years, and if I can see a sign of one of ’em I wish I may land in a museum with a belly full of sawdust in two minutes!’


“He just had strength enough to crawl up on to the comb and lean his back agin the chimbly, and then he collected his impressions and begun to free his mind. I see in a second that what I had mistook for profanity in the mines was only just the rudiments, as you may say.


“Another jay was going by, and heard him doing his devotions, and stops to inquire what was up. The sufferer told him the whole circumstance, and says, ‘Now yonder’s the hole, and if you don’t believe me, go and look for yourself.’ So this fellow went and looked, and comes back and says, ‘How many did you say you put in there?’ ‘Not any less than two tons,’ says the sufferer. The other jay went and looked again. He couldn’t seem to make it out, so he raised a yell, and three more jays come. They all examined the hole, they all made the sufferer tell it over again, then they all discussed it, and got off as many leather-headed opinions about it as an average crowd of humans could have done.


“They called in more jays; then more and more, till pretty soon this whole region ’peared to have a blue flush about it. There must have been five thousand of them; and such another jawing and disputing and ripping and cussing, you never heard. Every jay in the whole lot put his eye to the hole and delivered a more chuckle-headed opinion about the mystery than the jay that went there before him. They examined the house all over, too. The door was standing half open, and at last one old jay happened to go and light on it and look in. Of course, that knocked the mystery galley-west in a second. There lay the acorns, scattered all over the floor. He flopped his wings and raised a whoop. ‘Come here!’ he says, ‘Come here, everybody; hang’d if this fool hasn’t been trying to fill up a house with acorns!’ They all came a-swooping down like a blue cloud, and as each fellow lit on the door and took a glance, the whole absurdity of the contract that that first jay had tackled hit him home and he fell over backward suffocating with laughter, and the next jay took his place and done the same.


“Well, sir, they roosted around here on the housetop and the trees for an hour, and guffawed over that thing like human beings. It ain’t any use to tell me a bluejay hasn’t got a sense of humor, because I know better. And memory, too. They brought jays here from all over the United States to look down that hole, every summer for three years. Other birds, too. And they could all see the point except an owl that come from Nova Scotia to visit the Yo Semite, and he took this thing in on his way back. He said he couldn’t see anything funny in it. But then he was a good deal disappointed about Yo Semite, too.”









34Reflections on the Ant


From A Tramp Abroad




NOW AND THEN, while we rested, we watched the laborious ant at his work. I found nothing new in him– certainly nothing to change my opinion of him. It seems to me that in the matter of intellect the ant must be a strangely overrated bird. During many summers, now, I have watched him, when I ought to have been in better business, and I have not yet come across a living ant that seemed to have any more sense than a dead one. I refer to the ordinary ant, of course; I have had no experience of those wonderful Swiss and African ones which vote, keep drilled armies, hold slaves, and dispute about religion. Those particular ants may be all that the naturalist paints them, but I am persuaded that the average ant is a sham. I admit his industry, of course; he is the hardest-working creature in the world– when anybody is looking– but his leather-headedness is the point I make against him. He goes out foraging, he makes a capture, and then what does he do? Go home? No– he goes anywhere but home. He doesn’t know where home is. His home may be only three feet away– no matter, he can’t find it. He makes his capture, as I have said; it is generally something which can be of no sort of use to himself or anybody else; it is usually seven times bigger than it ought to be; he hunts out the awkwardest place to take hold of it; he lifts it bodily up in the air by main force, and starts; not toward home, but in the opposite direction; not calmly and wisely, but with a frantic haste which is wasteful of his strength; he fetches up against a pebble, and instead of going around it, he climbs over it backward dragging his booty after him, tumbles down on the other side, jumps up in a passion, kicks the dust off his clothes, moistens his hands, grabs his property viciously, yanks it this way, then that, shoves it ahead of him a moment, turns tail and lugs it after him another moment, gets madder and madder, then presently hoists it into the air and goes tearing away in an entirely new direction; comes to a weed; it never occurs to him to go around it; no, he must climb it; and he does climb it, dragging his worthless property to the top– which is as bright a thing to do as it would be for me to carry a sack of flour from Heidelberg to Paris by way of Strasburg steeple; when he gets up there he finds that that is not the place; takes a cursory glance at the scenery and either climbs down again or tumbles down, and starts off once more– as usual, in a new direction. At the end of half an hour, he fetches up within six inches of the place he started from and lays his burden down; meantime he has been over all the ground for two yards around, and climbed all the weeds and pebbles he came across. Now he wipes the sweat from his brow, strokes his limbs, and then marches aimlessly off, in as violently a hurry as ever. He does not remember to have ever seen it before; he looks around to see which is not the way home, grabs his bundle and starts; he goes through the same adventures he had before; finally stops to rest, and a friend comes along. Evidently the friend remarks that a last year’s grasshopper leg is a very noble acquisition, and inquires where he got it.


Evidently the proprietor does not remember exactly where he did get it, but thinks he got it “around here somewhere.” Evidently the friend contracts to help him freight it home. Then, with a judgment peculiarly antic (pun not intended), they take hold of opposite ends of that grasshopper leg and begin to tug with all their might in opposite directions. Presently they take a rest and confer together. They decide that something is wrong, they can’t make out what. Then they go at it again, just as before. Same result. Mutual recriminations follow. Evidently each accuses the other of being an obstructionist. They lock themselves together and chew each other’s jaws for a while; then they roll and tumble on the ground till one loses a horn or a leg and has to haul off for repairs. They make up and go to work again in the same old insane way, but the crippled ant is at a disadvantage; tug as he may, the other one drags off the booty and him at the end of it. Instead of giving up, he hangs on, and gets his shins bruised against every obstruction that comes in the way. By and by, when that grasshopper leg has been dragged all over the same old ground once more, it is finally dumped at about the spot where it originally lay, the two perspiring ants inspect it thoughtfully and decide that dried grasshopper legs are a poor sort of property after all, and then each starts off in a different direction to see if he can’t find an old nail or something else that is heavy enough to afford entertainment and at the same time valueless enough to make an ant want to own it.







35A Sleepless Night


My Long Crawl in the Dark


From A Tramp Abroad




WHEN WE GOT BACK to the hotel I wound and set the pedometer and put it in my pocket, for I was to carry it next day and keep record of the miles we made. The work which we had given the instrument to do during the day which had just closed had not fatigued it perceptibly.


We were in bed by ten, for we wanted to be up and away on our tramp homeward with the dawn. I hung fire, but Harris went to sleep at once. I hate a man who goes to sleep at once; there is a sort of indefinable something about it which is not exactly an insult, and yet is an insolence; and one which is hard to bear, too. I lay there fretting over this injury, and trying to go to sleep; but the harder I tried, the wider awake I grew. I got to feeling very lonely in the dark, with no company but an undigested dinner. My mind got a start by and by, and began to consider the beginning of every subject which has ever been thought of; but it never went further than the beginning; it was touch and go; it fled from topic to topic with a frantic speed. At the end of an hour my head was in a perfect whirl and I was dead tired, fagged out.


The fatigue was so great that it presently began to make some head against the nervous excitement; while imagining myself wide awake, I would really doze into momentary unconsciousness, and come suddenly out of it with a physical jerk which nearly wrenched my joints apart– the delusion of the instant being that I was tumbling backward over a precipice. After I had fallen over eight or nine precipices and thus found out that one half of my brain had been asleep eight or nine times without the wide-awake, hard-working other half suspecting it, the periodical unconsciousnesses began to extend their spell gradually over more of my brain-territory, and at last I sank into a drowse which grew deeper and deeper and was doubtless just on the very point of being a solid, blessed dreamless stupor, when– what was that?


My dulled faculties dragged themselves partly back to life and took a receptive attitude. Now out of an immense, a limitless distance, came a something which grew and grew, and approached, and presently was recognizable as a sound– it had rather seemed to be a feeling, before. This sound was a mile away, now– perhaps it was the murmur of a storm; and now it was nearer– not a quarter of a mile away; was it the muffled rasping and grinding of distant machinery? No, it came still nearer; was it the measured tramp of a marching troop? But it came nearer still, and still nearer– and at last it was right in the room: it was merely a mouse gnawing the woodwork. So I had held my breath all that time for such a trifle.


Well, what was done could not be helped; I would go to sleep at once and make up the lost time. That was a thoughtless thought. Without intending it– hardly knowing it– I fell to listening intently to that sound, and even unconsciously counting the strokes of the mouse’s nutmeg-grater. Presently I was deriving exquisite suffering from this employment, yet maybe I could have endured it if the mouse had attended steadily to his work; but he did not do that; he stopped every now and then, and I suffered more while waiting and listening for him to begin again than I did while he was gnawing. Along at first I was mentally offering a reward of five– six– seven– ten– dollars for that mouse; but toward the last I was offering rewards which were entirely beyond my means. I close-reefed my ears– that is to say, I bent the flaps of them down and furled them into five or six folds, and pressed them against the hearing-orifice– but it did no good: the faculty was so sharpened by nervous excitement that it was become a microphone and could hear through the overlays without trouble.


My anger grew to a frenzy. I finally did what all persons before me have done, clear back to Adam,– resolved to throw something. I reached down and got my walking-shoes, then sat up in bed and listened, in order to exactly locate the noise. But I couldn’t do it; it was as unlocatable as a cricket’s noise; and where one thinks that that is, is always the very place where it isn’t. So I presently hurled a shoe at random, and with a vicious vigor. It struck the wall over Harris’s head and fell down on him; I had not imagined I could throw so far. It woke Harris, and I was glad of it until I found he was not angry; then I was sorry. He soon went to sleep again, which pleased me; but straightway the mouse began again, which roused my temper once more. I did not want to wake Harris a second time, but the gnawing continued until I was compelled to throw the other shoe.


This time I broke a mirror– there were two in the room– I got the largest one, of course. Harris woke again, but did not complain, and I was sorrier than ever. I resolved that I would suffer all possible torture before I would disturb him a third time.


The mouse eventually retired, and by and by I was sinking to sleep, when a clock began to strike; I counted till it was done, and was about to drowse again when another clock began; I counted; then the two great Rathhaus clock angels began to send forth soft, rich, melodious blasts from their long trumpets. I had never heard anything that was so lovely, or weird, or mysterious– but when they got to blowing the quarter-hours, they seemed to me to be overdoing the thing. Every time I dropped off for the moment, a new noise woke me. Each time I woke I missed my coverlet, and had to reach down to the floor and get it again.


At last all sleepiness forsook me. I recognized the fact that I was hopelessly and permanently wide awake. Wide awake, and feverish and thirsty. When I had lain tossing there as long as I could endure it, it occurred to me that it would be a good idea to dress and go out in the great square and take a refreshing wash in the fountain, and smoke and reflect there until the remnant of the night was gone.


I believed I could dress in the dark without waking Harris. I had banished my shoes after the mouse, but my slippers would do for a summer night. So I rose softly, and gradually got on everything– down to one sock. I couldn’t seem to get on the track of that sock, any way I could fix it. But I had to have it; so I went down on my hands and knees, with one slipper on and the other in my hand, and began to paw gently around and rake the floor, but with no success. I enlarged my circle, and went on pawing and raking. With every pressure of my knee, how the floor creaked! and every time I chanced to rake against any article, it seemed to give out thirty-five or thirty-six times more noise than it would have done in the daytime. In those cases I always stopped and held my breath till I was sure Harris had not awakened– then I crept along again. I moved on and on, but I could not find the sock; I could not seem to find anything but furniture. I could not remember that there was much furniture in the room when I went to bed, but the place was alive with it now – especially chairs– chairs everywhere– had a couple of families moved in, in the mean time? And I never could seem to glance on one of those chairs, but always struck it full and square with my head. My temper rose, by steady and sure degrees, and as I pawed on and on, I fell to making vicious comments under my breath.


Finally, with a venomous access of irritation, I said I would leave without the sock; so I rose up and made straight for the door– as I supposed– and suddenly confronted my dim spectral image in the unbroken mirror. It startled the breath out of me, for an instant; it also showed me that I was lost, and had no sort of idea where I was. When I realized this, I was so angry that I had to sit down on the floor and take hold of something to keep from lifting the roof off with an explosion of opinion. If there had been only one mirror, it might possibly have helped to locate me; but there were two, and two were as bad as a thousand; besides, these were on opposite sides of the room. I could see the dim blur of the windows, but in my turned-around condition they were exactly where they ought not to be, and so they only confused me instead of helping me.


I started to get up, and knocked down an umbrella; it made a noise like a pistol-shot when it struck that hard, slick, carpetless floor; I grated my teeth and held my breath– Harris did not stir. I set the umbrella slowly and carefully on end against the wall, but as soon as I took my hand away, its heel slipped from under it, and down it came again with another bang. I shrunk together and listened a moment in silent fury– no harm done, everything quiet. With the most painstaking care and nicety, I stood the umbrella up once more, took my hand away, and down it came again.


I have been strictly reared, but if it had not been so dark and solemn and awful there in that lonely, vast room, I do believe I should have said something then which could not be put into a Sunday-school book without injuring the sale of it. If my reasoning powers had not been already sapped dry by my harassments, I would have known better than to try to set an umbrella on end on one of those glassy German floors in the dark; it can’t be done in the daytime without four failures to one success. I had one comfort, though– Harris was yet still and silent– he had not stirred.


The umbrella could not locate me– there were four standing around the room, and all alike. I thought I would feel along the wall and find the door in that way. I rose up and began this operation, but raked down a picture. It was not a large one, but it made noise enough for a panorama. Harris gave out no sound, but I felt that if I experimented any further with the pictures I should be sure to wake him. Better give up trying to get out. Yes, I would find King Arthur’s Round Table once more– I had already found it several times– and use it for a base of departure on an exploring tour for my bed; if I could find my bed I could then find my water pitcher; I would quench my raging thirst and turn in. So I started on my hands and knees, because I could go faster that way, and with more confidence, too, and not knock down things. By and by I found the table– with my head– rubbed the bruise a little, then rose up and started, with hands abroad and fingers spread, to balance myself. I found a chair; then a wall; then another chair; then a sofa; then an alpenstock, then another sofa; this confounded me, for I had thought there was only one sofa. I hunted up the table again and took a fresh start; found some more chairs.


It occurred to me, now, as it ought to have done before, that as the table was round, it was therefore of no value as a base to aim from; so I moved off once more, and at random among the wilderness of chairs and sofas– wandering off into unfamiliar regions, and presently knocked a candlestick and knocked off a lamp, grabbed at the lamp and knocked off a water pitcher with a rattling crash, and thought to myself, “I’ve found you at last– I judged I was close upon you.” Harris shouted “murder,” and “thieves,” and finished with “I’m absolutely drowned.”


The crash had roused the house. Mr. X. pranced in, in his long night-garment, with a candle, young Z. after him with another candle; a procession swept in at another door, with candles and lanterns– landlord and two German guests in their nightgowns and a chambermaid in hers.


I looked around; I was at Harris’s bed, a Sabbath-day’s journey from my own. There was only one sofa; it was against the wall; there was only one chair where a body could get at it– I had been revolving around it like a planet, and colliding with it like a comet half the night.


I explained how I had been employing myself, and why. Then the landlord’s party left, and the rest of us set about our preparations for breakfast, for the dawn was ready to break. I glanced furtively at my pedometer, and found I had made 47 miles. But I did not care, for I had come out for a pedestrian tour anyway.







36Nicodemus Dodge, Printer




THE TOPIC OF SKELETONS raised up Nicodemus Dodge out of the deep grave in my memory where he had lain buried and forgotten for twenty-five years. When I was a boy in a printing-office in Missouri, a loose-jointed, long-legged, tow-headed, jeans-clad countrified cub of about sixteen lounged in one day, and without removing his hands from the depths of his trousers pockets or taking off his faded ruin of a slouch hat, whose broken rim hung limp and ragged about his eyes and ears like a bug-eaten cabbage leaf, stared indifferently around, then leaned his hip against the editor’s table, crossed his mighty brogans, aimed at a distant fly from a crevice in his upper teeth, laid him low, and said with composure:


“Whar’s the boss?”


“I am the boss,” said the editor, following this curious bit of architecture wonderingly along up to its clock-face with his eye.


“Don’t want anybody fur to learn the business, ’tain’t likely?”


“Well, I don’t know. Would you like to learn it?”


“Pap’s so po’ he cain’t run me no mo’, so I want to git a show somers if I kin, ’taint no diffunce what– I’m strong and hearty, and I don’t turn my back on no kind of work, hard nur soft.”


“Do you think you would like to learn the printing business?”


“Well, I don’t re’ly k’yer a durn what I do learn, so’s I git a chance fur to make my way. I’d jist as soon learn print’n’s anything.”


“Can you read?”


“Yes– middlin’.”


“Write?”


“Well, I’ve seed people could lay over me thar.”


“Cipher?”


“Not good enough to keep store, I don’t reckon, but up as fur as twelve-times-twelve I ain’t no slouch. ’Tother side of that is what gits me.”


“Where is your home?”


“I’m f’m old Shelby.”


“What’s your father’s religious denomination?”


“Him? Oh, he’s a blacksmith.”


“No, no– I don’t mean his trade. What’s his religious denomination?”


“Oh– I didn’t understand you befo’. He’s a Freemason.”


“No, no, you don’t get my meaning yet. What I mean is, does he belong to any church?”


“Now you’re talkin’! Couldn’t make out what you was a-tryin’ to git through yo’ head no way. B’long to a church! Why, boss, he’s ben the pizenest kind of Free-will Babtis’ for forty year. They ain’t no pizener ones ’n what he is. Mighty good man, pap is. Everybody says that. If they said any diffrunt they wouldn’t say it whar I wuz– not much they wouldn’t.”


“What is your own religion?”


“Well, boss, you’ve kind o’ got me, there– and yit you hain’t got me so mighty much, nuther. I think ’t if a feller he’ps another feller when he’s in trouble, and don’t cuss, and don’t do no mean things, nur noth’n’ he ain’ no business to do, and don’t spell the Saviour’s name with a little g, he ain’t runnin’ no resks– he’s about as saift as he b’longed to a church.”


“But suppose he did spell it with a little g– what then?”


“Well, if he done it a-purpose, I reckon he wouldn’t stand no chance– he oughtn’t to have no chance, anyway, I’m most rotten certain ’bout that.”


“What is your name?”


“Nicodemus Dodge.”


“I think maybe you’ll do, Nicodemus. We’ll give you a trial, anyway.”


“All right.”


“When would you like to begin?”


“Now.”


So, within ten minutes after we had first glimpsed this nondescript he was one of us, and with his coat off and hard at it.


Beyond that end of our establishment which was furthest from the street, was a deserted garden, pathless, and thickly grown with the bloomy and villainous “jimpson” weed and its common friend the stately sunflower. In the midst of this mournful spot was a decayed and aged little “frame” house with but one room, one window, and no ceiling– it had been a smoke-house a generation before. Nicodemus was given this lonely and ghostly den as a bedchamber.


The village smarties recognized a treasure in Nicodemus, right away– a butt to play jokes on. It was easy to see that he was inconceivably green and confiding. George Jones had the glory of perpetrating the first joke on him; he gave him a cigar with a firecracker in it and winked to the crowd to come; the thing exploded presently and swept away the bulk of Nicodemus’s eyebrows and eyelashes. He simply said:


“I consider them kind of seeg’yars dangersome,”– and seemed to suspect nothing. The next evening Nicodemus waylaid George and poured a bucket of ice-water over him.


One day, while Nicodemus was in swimming, Tom McElroy “tied” his clothes. Nicodemus made a bonfire of Tom’s by way of retaliation.


A third joke was played upon Nicodemus a day or two later– he walked up the middle aisle of the village church, Sunday night, with a staring handbill pinned between his shoulders. The joker spent the remainder of the night, after church, in the cellar of a deserted house, and Nicodemus sat on the cellar door till toward breakfast-time to make sure that the prisoner remembered that if any noise was made, some rough treatment would be the consequence. The cellar had two feet of stagnant water in it, and was bottomed with six inches of soft mud.


But I wander from the point. It was the subject of skeletons that brought this boy back to my recollection. Before a very long time had elapsed, the village smarties began to feel an uncomfortable consciousness of not having made a very shining success out of their attempts on the simpleton from “old Shelby.” Experimenters grew scarce and chary. Now the young doctor came to the rescue. There was delight and applause when he proposed to scare Nicodemus to death, and explained how he was going to do it. He had a noble new skeleton– the skeleton of the late and only local celebrity, Jimmy Finn, the village drunkard– a grisly piece of property which he had bought of Jimmy Finn himself, at auction, for fifty dollars, under great competition, when Jimmy lay very sick in the tan-yard a fortnight before his death. The fifty dollars had gone promptly for whiskey and had considerably hurried up the change of ownership in the skeleton. The doctor would put Jimmy Finn’s skeleton in Nicodemus’s bed!


This was done– about half past ten in the evening. About Nicodemus’s usual bedtime– midnight– the village jokers came creeping stealthily through the jimpson weeds and sunflowers toward the lonely frame den. They reached the window and peeped in. There sat the long-legged pauper, on his bed, in a very short shirt, and nothing more; he was dangling his legs contentedly back and forth, and wheezing the music of “Camptown Races” out of a paper-overlaid comb which he was pressing against his mouth; by him lay a new jews-harp, a new top, and solid india-rubber ball, a handful of painted marbles, five pounds of “store” candy, and a well-gnawed slab of gingerbread as big and as thick as a volume of sheet-music. He had sold the skeleton to a traveling quack for three dollars and was enjoying the result!







37A Telephonic Conversation




CONSIDER THAT a conversation by telephone– when you are simply sitting by and not taking any part in that conversation– is one of the solemnest curiosities of modern life. Yesterday I was writing a deep article on a sublime philosophical subject while such a conversation was going on in the room. I notice that one can always write best when somebody is talking through a telephone close by. Well, the thing began in this way. A member of our household came in and asked me to have our house put into communication with Mr. Bagley’s downtown. I have observed, in many cities, that the sex always shrink from calling up the central office themselves. I don’t know why, but they do. So I touched the bell, and this talk ensued:


CENTRAL OFFICE. (Gruffly.) Hello!


I. Is it the Central Office?


C.O. Of course it is. What do you want?


I. Will you switch me on to the Bagleys, please?


C.O. All right. Just keep your ear to the telephone.


Then I heard k-look, k-look, k’look– klook-klook-klook-look-look! then a horrible “gritting” of teeth, and finally a piping female voice: Y-e-s? (Rising inflection.) Did you wish to speak to me?


Without answering, I handed the telephone to the applicant, and sat down. Then followed that queerest of all the queer things in this world– a conversation with only one end of it. You hear questions asked; you don’t hear the answer. You hear invitations given; you hear no thanks in return. You have listening pauses of dead silence, followed by apparently irrelevant and unjustifiable exclamations of glad surprise or sorrow or dismay. You can’t make head or tail of the talk, because you never hear anything that the person at the other end of the wire says. Well, I heard the following remarkable series of observations, all from the one tongue, and all shouted– for you can’t ever persuade the sex to speak gently into a telephone:


Yes? Why, how did that happen?


Pause.


What did you say?


Pause.


Oh no, I don’t think it was.


Pause.


No! Oh no, I didn’t mean that. I meant, put it in while it is still boiling– or just before it comes to a boil.


Pause.


What?


Pause.


I turned it over with a backstitch on the selvage edge.


Pause.


Yes, I like that way, too; but I think it’s better to baste it on with Valenciennes or bombazine, or something of that sort. It gives it such an air– and attracts so much notice.


Pause.


It’s forty-ninth Deuteronomy, sixty-forth to ninety-seventh inclusive. I think we ought all to read it often.


Pause.


Perhaps so; I generally use a hair pin.


Pause.


What did you say? (Aside.) Children, do be quiet!


Pause


Oh! B flat! Dear me, I thought you said it was the cat!


Pause.


Since when?


Pause.


Why, I never heard of it.


Pause.


You astound me! It seems utterly impossible!


Pause.


Who did?


Pause.


Good-ness gracious!


Pause.


Well, what is this world coming to? Was it right in church?


Pause.


And was her mother there?


Pause.


Why, Mrs. Bagley, I should have died of humiliation! What did they do?


Long pause.


I can’t be perfectly sure, because I haven’t the notes by me; but I think it goes something like this: te-rolly-loll-loll, loll lolly-loll-loll, O tolly-loll-loll-lee-ly-li-i-do! And then repeat, you know.


Pause.


Yes, I think it is very sweet– and very solemn and impressive, if you get the andantino and the pianissimo right.


Pause.


Oh, gum-drops, gum-drops! But I never allow them to eat striped candy. And of course they can’t, till they get their teeth, anyway.


Pause.


What?


Pause.


Oh, not in the least– go right on. He’s here writing– it doesn’t bother him.


Pause.


Very well, I’ll come if I can. (Aside.) Dear me, how it does tire a person’s arm to hold this thing up so long! I wish she’d—


Pause.


Oh no, not at all; I like to talk– but I’m afraid I’m keeping you from your affairs.


Pause.


Visitors?


Pause.


No, we never use butter on them.


Pause.


Yes, that is a very good way; but all the cook-books say they are very unhealthy when they are out of season. And he doesn’t like them, anyway– especially canned.


Pause.


Oh, I think that is too high for them; we have never paid over fifty cents a bunch.


Pause.


Must you go? Well, good-bye.


Pause.


Yes, I think so. Good-bye.


Pause.


Four o’clock, then– I’ll be ready. Good-bye.


Pause.


Thank you ever so much. Good-bye.


Pause.


Oh, not at all!– just as fresh– Which? Oh, I’m glad to hear you say that. Good-bye.


(Hangs up the telephone and says, “Oh, it does tire a person’s arm so!”)


A man delivers a single brutal “Good-bye,” and that is the end of it. Not so with the gentle sex– I say it in their praise; they cannot abide abruptness.







38Reply to a Boston Girl





THIS NOTE comes to me from the home of culture:





Dear Mr ——— : Your writings interest me very much; but I cannot help wishing you would not place adverbs between the particle and verb in the Infinitive. For example: “to even realize,” “to mysteriously disappear” “to wholly do away.” You should say, even to realize; to disappear mysteriously, etc. “rose up” is another mistake– tautology, you know. Yours truly


A Boston Girl.




I PRINT THE NOTE just as it was written, for one or two reasons: (1.) It flatters a superstition of mine that a person may learn to excel in only such details of an art as take a particularly strong hold upon his native predilections or instincts. (2.) It flatters another superstition of mine that whilst all the details of that art may be of equal importance he cannot be made to feel that it is so. Possibly he may be made to see it, through argument and illustration; but that will be of small value to him except he feel it, also. Culture would be able to make him feel it by and by, no doubt, but never very sharply, I think. Now I have certain instincts, and I wholly lack certain others. (Is that “wholly” in the right place?) For instance, I am dead to adverbs; they cannot excite me. To misplace an adverb is a thing which I am able to do with frozen indifference; it can never give me a pang. But when my young lady puts no point after “Mr.”; when she begins “adverb,” “verb,” and “particle” with the small letter, and aggrandizes “Infinitive” with a capital; and when she puts no comma after “to mysteriously disappear,” etc., I am troubled; and when she begins a sentence with a small letter I even suffer. Or I suffer, even– I do not know which it is; but she will, because the adverb is in her line, whereas only those minor matters are in mine. Mark these prophetic words: though this young lady’s grammar be as the drifted snow for purity, she will never, never, never learn to punctuate while she lives; this is her demon, the adverb is mine. I thank her, honestly and kindly, for her lesson, but I know thoroughly well that I shall never be able to get it into my head. Mind, I do not say I shall not be able to make it stay there; I say and mean that I am not capable of getting it into my head. There are subtleties which I cannot master at all– they confuse me, they mean absolutely nothing to me– and this adverb plague is one of them.


We all have our limitations in the matter of grammar, I suppose. I have never seen a book which had no grammatical defects in it. This leads me to believe that all people have my infirmity, and are afflicted with an inborn inability to feel or mind certain sorts of grammatical particularities. There are people who were not born to spell; these can never be taught to spell correctly. The enviable ones among them are those who do not take the trouble to care whether they spell well or not– though in truth these latter are absurdly scarce. I have been a correct speller, always; but it is a low accomplishment, and not a thing to be vain of. Why should one take pride in spelling a word rightly when he knows he is spelling it wrongly? Though is the right way to spell “though,” but it is not the right way to spell it. Do I make myself understood?


Some people were not born to punctuate; these cannot learn the art. They can learn only a rude fashion of it; they cannot attain to its niceties, for these must be felt; they cannot be reasoned out. Cast-iron rules will not answer, here, any way; what is one man’s comma is another man’s colon. One man can’t punctuate another man’s manuscript any more than one person can make the gestures for another person’s speech.


What is known as “dialect” writing looks simple and easy, but it is not. It is exceedingly difficult; it has rarely been done well. A man not born to write dialect cannot learn how to write it correctly. It is a gift. Mr. Harte can write a delightful story; he can reproduce Californian scenery so that you see it before you, and hear the sounds and smell the fragrances and feel the influences that go with it and belong to it; he can describe the miner and the gambler perfectly– as to gait and look and garb; but no human being, living or dead, ever had experience of the dialect which he puts into his people’s mouths. Mr. Harte’s originality is not questioned; but if it ever shall be, the caviler will have to keep his hands off that dialect, for that is original. Mind, I am not objecting to its use; I am not saying its inaccuracy is a fatal blemish. No, it is Mr. Harte’s adverb; let him do as he pleases with it; he can no more mend it than I can mine; neither will any but Boston Girls ever be likely to find us out.


Yes, there are things which we cannot learn, and there is no use in fretting about it. I cannot learn adverbs; and what is more I won’t. I If I try to seat a person at my right hand, I have no trouble, provided I am facing north at the time; but if I am facing south, I get him on my left, sure. As this thing was born in me, and cannot be educated out of me, I do not worry over it or care about it. A gentleman picked me up, last week, and brought me home in his buggy; he drove past the door, and as he approached the circular turn I saw he meant to go around to the left; I was on his left– that is, I think I was, but I have got it all mixed up again in my head; at any rate, I halted him, and asked him to go round the circle the other way. He backed his horse a length or two, put his helm down and “slewed” him to the right, then “came ahead on him,” and made the trip. As I got out at the door, he looked puzzled, and asked why I had particularly wanted to pass to the right around the circle. I said, “Because that would bring me next the door coming back, and I wouldn’t have to crowd past your knees.” He came near laughing his store teeth out, and said it was all the same whether we drove to the right or to the left in going around the circle; either would bring me back to the house on the side the door was on, since I was on the opposite side when I first approached the circle. I regarded this as false. He was willing to illustrate: so he drove me down to the gate and into the street, turned and drove back past the house, moved leftward around the circle, and brought me back to the door; and as sure as I am sitting here I was on the side next the door. I did not believe he could do it again, but he did. He did it eleven times hand running. Was I convinced? No. I was not capable of being convinced– all through. My sight and intellect (to call it by that name) were convinced, but not my feeling. It is simply another case of adverb. It is a piece of dead-corpsy knowledge, which is of no use to me, because I merely know it, but do not understand it.


The fact is, as the poet has said, we are all fools. The difference is simply in the degree. The mercury in some of the fool-thermometers stands at ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty, and so on; in some it gets up to seventy-five; in some it soars to ninety-nine. I never examine mine– take no interest in it.


Now as to “rose up.” That strikes me as quite a good form; I will use it some more– that is, when I speak of a person, and wish to signify the full upright position. If I mean less, I will qualify, by saying he rose partly up. It is a form that will answer for the moon sometimes, too. I think it is Bingen on the Rhine who says—



“The pale moon rose up slowly, and calmly she


looked down,


On the red sands,” etc.




But tautology cannot scare me, any way. Conversation would be intolerably stiff and formal without it; and a mild form of it can limber up even printed matter without doing it serious damage. Some folks are so afraid of a little repetition that they make their meaning vague, when they could just as well make it clear, if only their ogre were out of the way.


Talking of Unlearnable Things, would it be genteel, would it be polite, to ask members of this Club to confess what freightage of this sort they carry? Some of the revelations would be curious and instructive, I think. I am acquainted with one member of it who has never been able to learn nine times eight; he always says, “Nine times seven are sixty-three,”– then counts the rest on his fingers. He is at home in the balance of the multiplication-table. I am acquainted with another member, who, although he has known for many years that when Monday is the first of the month the following Monday will be the eighth, has never been able to feel the fact; so he cannot trust it, but always counts on his fingers, to make sure. I have known people who could spell all words correctly but one. They never could get the upper hand of that one; yet as a rule it was some simple, common affair, such as a cat could spell, if a cat could spell at all. I have a friend who has kept his razors in the top drawer and his strop in the bottom drawer for years; when he wants his razors, he always pulls out the bottom drawer– and swears. Change? Could one imagine he never thought of that? He did change; he has changed a dozen times. It didn’t do any good; his afflicted mind was able to keep up with the changes and make the proper mistake every time. I knew a man—







39Edward Mills and George Benton: A Tale




THESE TWO were distantly related to each other– seventh cousins, or something of that sort. While still babies they became orphans, and were adopted by the Brants, a childless couple, who quickly grew very fond of them. The Brants were always saying: “Be pure, honest, sober, industrious, and considerate of others, and success in life is assured.” The children heard this repeated some thousands of times before they understood it; they could repeat it themselves long before they could say the Lord’s Prayer; it was painted over the nursery door, and was about the first thing they learned to read. It was destined to be the unswerving rule of Edward Mills’s life. Sometimes the Brants changed the wording a little, and said: “Be pure, honest, sober, industrious, considerate, and you will never lack friends.”


Baby Mills was a comfort to everybody about him. When he wanted candy and could not have it, he listened to reason, and contented himself without it. When Baby Benton wanted candy, he cried for it until he got it. Baby Mills took care of his toys; Baby Benton always destroyed his in a very brief time, and then made himself so insistently disagreeable that, in order to have peace in the house, little Edward was persuaded to yield up his play-things to him.


When the children were a little older, Georgie became a heavy expense in one respect: he took no care of his clothes; consequently, he shone frequently in new ones, with was not the case with Eddie. The boys grew apace. Eddie was an increasing comfort, Georgie an increasing solicitude. It was always sufficient to say, in answer to Eddie’s petitions, “I would rather you would not do it”– meaning swimming, skating, picnicking, berrying, circusing, and all sorts of things which boys delight in. But no answer was sufficient for Georgie; he had to be humored in his desires, or he would carry them with a high hand. Naturally, no boy got more swimming skating, berrying, and so forth than he; nobody ever had a better time. The good Brants did not allow the boys to play out after nine in summer evenings; they were sent to bed at that hour; Eddie honorably remained, but Georgie usually slipped out of the window toward ten, and enjoyed himself until midnight. It seemed impossible to break Georgie of this bad habit, but the Brants managed it at last by hiring him, with apples and marbles, to stay in. The good Brants gave all their time and attention to vain endeavors to regulate Georgie; they said, with grateful tears in their eyes, that Eddie needed no efforts of theirs, he was so good, so considerate, and in all ways so perfect.


By and by the boys were big enough to work, so they were apprenticed to a trade: Edward went voluntarily; George was coaxed and bribed. Edward worked hard and faithfully, and ceased to be an expense to the good Brants; they praised him, so did his master; but George ran away, and it cost Mr. Brant both money and trouble to hunt him up and get him back. By and by he ran away again– more money and more trouble. He ran away a third time– and stole a few things to carry with him. Trouble and expense for Mr. Brant once more; and, besides, it was with the greatest difficulty that he succeeded in persuading the master to let the youth go unprosecuted for the theft.


Edward worked steadily along, and in time became a full partner in his master’s business. George did not improve; he kept the loving hearts of his aged benefactors full of trouble, and their hands full of inventive activities to protect him from ruin. Edward, as a boy, had interested himself in Sunday-schools, debating societies, penny missionary affairs, anti-tobacco organizations, anti-profanity associations, and all such things; as a man, he was a quiet but steady and reliable helper in the church, the temperance societies, and in all movements looking to the aiding and uplifting of men. This excited no remark, attracted no attention– for it was his “natural bent.”


Finally, the old people died. The will testified their loving pride in Edward, and left their little property to George– because he “needed it”; whereas, “owing to a bountiful Providence,” such was not the case with Edward. The property was left to George conditionally: he must buy out Edward’s partner with it; else it must go to a benevolent organization called the Prisoner’s Friend Society. The old people left a letter, in which they begged their dear son Edward to take their place and watch over George, and help and shield him as they had done.


Edward dutifully acquiesced, and George became his partner in the business. He was not a valuable partner: he had been meddling with drink before; he soon developed into a constant tippler now, and his flesh and eyes showed the fact unpleasantly. Edward had been courting a sweet and kindly spirited girl for some time. They loved each other dearly, and– But about this period George began to haunt her tearfully and imploringly, and at last she went crying to Edward, and said her high and holy duty was plain before her– she must not let her own selfish desires interfere with it: she must marry “poor George” and “reform him.” It would break her heart, she knew it would, and so on; but duty was duty. So she married George, and Edward’s heart came very near breaking, as well as her own. However, Edward recovered, and married another girl– a very excellent one she was, too.


Children came to both families. Mary did her honest best to reform her husband, but the contract was too large. George went on drinking, and by and by he fell to misusing her and the little ones sadly. A great many good people strove with George– they were always at it, in fact– but he calmly took such efforts as his due and their duty, and did not mend his ways. He added a vice, presently– that of secret gambling. He got deeply in debt; he borrowed money on the firm’s credit, as quietly as he could, and carried this system so far and so successfully that one morning the sheriff took possession of the establishment, and the two cousins found themselves penniless.


Times were hard, now, and they grew worse. Edward moved his family into a garret, and walked the streets day and night, seeking work. He begged for it, but it was really not to be had. He was astonished to see how soon his face became unwelcome; he was astonished and hurt to see how quickly the ancient interest which people had had in him faded out and disappeared. Still, he must get work; so he swallowed his chagrin, and toiled on in search of it. At last he got a job of carrying bricks up a ladder in a hod, and was a grateful man in consequence; but after that nobody knew him or cared anything about him. He was not able to keep up his dues in the various moral organizations to which he belonged, and had to endure the sharp pain of seeing himself brought under the disgrace of suspension.


But the faster Edward died out of public knowledge and interest, the faster George rose in them. He was found lying, ragged and drunk, in the gutter one morning. A member of the Ladies’ Temperance Refuge fished him out, took him in hand, got up a subscription for him, kept him sober a whole week, then got a situation for him. An account of it was published.


General attention was thus drawn to the poor fellow, and a great many people came forward and helped him toward reform with their countenance and encouragement. He did not drink a drop for two months, and meantime was the pet of the good. Then he fell– in the gutter; and there was general sorrow and lamentation. But the noble sisterhood rescued him again. They cleaned him up, they fed him, they listened to the mournful music of his repentances, they got him his situation again. An account of this, also, was published, and the town was drowned in happy tears over the re-restoration of the poor beast and struggling victim of the fatal bowl. A grand temperance revival was got up, and after some rousing speeches had been made the chairman said, impressively: “We are now about to call for signers; and I think there is a spectacle in store for you which not many in this house will be able to view with dry eyes.” There was an eloquent pause, and then George Benton, escorted by a red-sashed detachment of the Ladies of the Refuge, stepped forward upon the platform and signed the pledge. The air was rent with applause, and everybody cried for joy. Everybody wrung the hand of the new convert when the meeting was over; his salary was enlarged next day; he was the talk of the town, and its hero. An account of it was published.


George Benton fell, regularly, every three months, but was faithfully rescued and wrought with, every time, and good situations were found for him. Finally, he was taken around the country lecturing, as a reformed drunkard, and he had great houses and did an immense amount of good.


He was so popular at home, and so trusted– during his sober intervals– that he was enabled to use the name of a principal citizen, and get a large sum of money at the bank. A mighty pressure was brought to bear to save him from the consequences of his forgery, and it was partially successful– he was “sent up” for only two years. When, at the end of a year, the tireless efforts of the benevolent were crowned with success, and he emerged from the penitentiary with a pardon in his pocket, the Prisoner’s Friend Society met him at the door with a situation and a comfortable salary, and all the other benevolent people came forward and gave him advice, encouragement and help. Edward Mills had once applied to the Prisoner’s Friend Society for a situation, when in dire need, but the question, “Have you been a prisoner?” made brief work of his case.


While all these things were going on, Edward Mills had been quietly making head against adversity. He was still poor, but was in receipt of a steady and sufficient salary, as the respected and trusted cashier of a bank. George Benton never came near him, and was never heard to inquire about him. George got to indulging in long absences from the town; there were ill reports about him, but nothing definite.


One winter’s night some masked burglars forced their way into the bank, and found Edward Mills there alone. They commanded him to reveal the “combination,” so that they could get into the safe. He refused. They threatened his life. He said his employers trusted him, and he could not be traitor to that trust. He could die, if he must, but while he lived he would be faithful; he would not yield up the “combination.” The burglars killed him.


The detectives hunted down the criminals; the chief one proved to be George Benton. A wide sympathy was felt for the widow and orphans of the dead man, and all the newspapers in the land begged that all the banks in the land would testify their appreciation of the fidelity and heroism of the murdered cashier by coming forward with a generous contribution of money in aid of his family, now bereft of support. The result was a mass of solid cash amounting to upward of five hundred dollars– an average of nearly three-eights of a cent for each bank in the Union. The cashier’s own bank testified its gratitude by endeavoring to show (but humiliatingly failed in it) that the peerless servant’s accounts were not square, and that he himself had knocked his brains out with a bludgeon to escape detection and punishment.


George Benton was arraigned for trial. Then everybody seemed to forget the widow and orphans in their solicitude for poor George. Everything that money and influence could do was done to save him, but it all failed; he was sentenced to death. Straightway the Governor was besieged with petitions for commutation or pardon; they were brought by tearful young girls; by sorrowful old maids; by deputations of pathetic widows; by shoals of impressive orphans. But no, the Governor– for once– would not yield.


Now George Benton experienced religion. The glad news flew all around. From that time forth his cell was always full of girls and women and fresh flowers; all the day long there was prayer, and hymn-singing, and thanksgiving, and homilies, and tears, with never an interruption, except an occasional five-minute intermission for refreshments.


This sort of thing continued up to the very gallows, and George Benton went proudly home, in the black cap, before a wailing audience of the sweetest and best that the region could produce. His grave had fresh flowers on it every day, for a while, and the head-stone bore these words, under a hand pointing aloft: “He has fought the good fight.”


The brave cashier’s head-stone has this inscription: “Be pure, honest, sober, industrious, considerate, and you will never—”


Nobody knows who gave the order to leave it that way, but it was so given.


The cashier’s family are in stringent circumstances, now, it is said; but no matter; a lot of appreciative people, who were not willing that an act so brave and true as his should go unrewarded, have collected forty-two thousand dollars– and built a Memorial Church with it.







40On the Philosophy of Shaving




IT IS SAFE TO SAY that nine out of ten of the men one meets on the streets in our cities shave, or rather are shaved. Some shave the moustache, some the chin, some the cheeks. Indeed, one must go into mathematics to the tables of permutations and combinations to find how many varieties of shaving are possible. Woman is accused of being the party who devotes her time to appearances and frivolities of the mirror, but, after all, man does his share of it. The reason he escapes the charge is that he blandly sets down his decorative work as being a matter of necessity.


And it is true that shaving is a very old custom, nor have we anything to say against it, except that it is unnatural, and is, and should be acknowledged to be, a concession to the looking-glass and to vanity. But the point is that, old as is the art, it is a singular thing how few know how to shave. “Nearly all men shave in the passive voice.” This may be taken as the grammatical phrase or as an acknowledgment of the voice of the barber which they have to endure. Each signification is true. And while nearly all men consent to refer their shaving to a few who make it a business, only a fraction of that few understand their art. There is a financial blunder at the bottom of it that makes trouble all through. The dogma that a shave is a is a shave is a mistake. One man with a stiff beard and a full face will choose to have his whole expansive countenance clean shorn; another will shave on his upper lip. To each it is “a shave,” and each is charged alike. One may require thirty minutes’ attention, the other ten minutes. The first will dull a razor, the second not affect its edge. To each it is ten cents. Now, a barber’s working day, we will assume, is ten hours long. If he is occupied three-quarters of the time, he must be busier usually than appears. This gives him seven hours’ labor, and if he struck a day of half-hour faces his whole receipts would be $1.40. If his luck gave him ten-minute cases, he would take in $2.10. Even this would not pay were it not for the side issues– the hair-cuts and shampoos of the trade– that bring in more per hour than the fundamental industry. Now, as the price and the circumstances of shaving go, it is a constant hurry to finish a man, as shaving scarcely pays at the best, and if he is one of the most absorbing subjects– full shave and a stiff beard– it is a loss to work upon him. To shave him carefully takes too much time and costs the edge of the razor. To skim over his face cutting off sections of beard hear and there, and leaving odd oases of hair along the deserts of the cheek, saves the razor and spoils the person who pays for the operation, and who should not be entirely forgotten. The scale of prices ought to be regulated by what one gets, and barbers ought to have the courage to charge for what they do.


This done, a revolution in the art would follow. Speed would not be the great aim. Attention could be given to the removal of the beard, which, in old times, it was as important to remove as the lather, and the man who went out of the barber’s shop would leave satisfied, instead of hoping that the next time it would be better. We recommend these considerations to the trade without charge for the advice. Shaving is a custom of civilization; playing with soap bubbles is a game of childhood. It is now a matter of luck which of these operations falls to the barber’s patron today.







41A Tale for Struggling Young Poets



In November, 1880, a Charity Fair was in progress in Buffalo, and during its course a small journal, called the Bazaar Bulletin, was published. In one number of this paper appeared a contribution from the pen of Mark Twain:






“WELL, SIR, there was a young fellow who believed that he was a poet; but the main difficulty with him was to get anybody else to believe it. Many and many a poet has split on that rock– – if it is a rock. Many and many a poet will split on it, thank God. The young fellow I speak of, used all the customary devices – and with the customary results– to wit: he competed for prizes, and didn’t take any; he sent specimens of poetry to famous people, and asked for a ‘candid opinion,’ meaning a puff, and didn’t get it; he took advantage of dead persons and obituaried them in ostensible poetry, but it made him no friends– certainly none among the dead. But at last he heard of another chance; there was going to be a fair in Buffalo, accompanied by the usual inoffensive paper, and the editor of that paper offered a prize of $10 for the best original poem on the usual topic, of Spring, no poem to be considered unless it should possess positive value.


“Well, sir, he shook up his muse, he introduced into her a rousing charge of information from his jug, and then sat down and dashed off the following madrigal just as easy as lying:


HAIL! BEAUTIOUS, GLADSOME SPRING.


A POEM BY S. L. CLEMENS.



N0. 1163. Hartford, Conn., Nov. 17.


GEO. P. BISSELL & CO.,

BANKERS,


Pay to Mrs. David Gray, or Order, for F


TEN ........ DOLLARS.


Household Account.


S. L. Clemens.




“Did he take the prize? Yes, he took the prize. The poem and its title didn’t seem to go together very well; but, no matter, that sort of thing has happened before; it didn’t rhyme, neither was it blank verse, for the blanks were all filled, yet it took the prize for this reason: no other poem offered was really worth more than $4.50, whereas there was no getting around the petrified fact that this one was worth $10. In truth there was not a banker in the whole town who was willing to invest a cent in those other poems, but every one of them said this one was good, sound, sea-worthy poetry, and worth its face. Such is the way in which that struggling young poet achieved recognition at last, and got a start along the road that leads to lyric eminence– whatever that may mean. Therefore, let other struggling young poets be encouraged by this to go striving.


Mark Twain.







42Authoritative Contradiction.


Mark Twain Informs an Inquiring Friend in South Australia that He Is Not Dead.





—The New York Times, December 8, 1881:

A gentleman in South Australia, who was under the impression that Mark Twain had once visited that far-away region, and when there had actually lodged under the same roof with his father, happened to hear recently that the famous humorist was dead. He was so much affected by the news that he at once wrote to Mr. Clemens to ascertain if it was true. The reply he received is printed in the Adelaide Observer of Oct. 15, and is as follows:






During the present year I have received letters from three gentlemen in Australia who had in past times known people who had known me “in Australia”; but I have never been in any part of Australia in my life. By these letters it appears that the persons who knew me there knew me intimately– not for a day, but for weeks and even months. And apparently I was not confined to one place, but was scattered all around over the country. Also, apparently, I was very respectable; at least I suppose so, from the character of the company I seem to have kept– Government officials, ladies of good position, editors of newspapers, etc.


It is very plain, then, that someone has been in Australia who did me the honor to impersonate me and call himself by my name. Now, if this man paid his debts and conducted himself in an orderly and respectable way, I suppose I have no very great cause of complaint against him; and yet I am not able to believe that a man can falsely assume another man’s name, and at the same time be in other respects a decent and worthy person. I suspect that, specious as this stranger seems to have been, he was at bottom a rascal, and a pretty shabby sort of rascal at that.


That is all I wanted to say about the matter. There are signs that I have an audience among the people of Australia. I want their good opinion; therefore I thought I would speak up, and say that if that adventurer was guilty of any misconduct there, I hope the resulting obloquy will be reserved for him, and not leveled at me, since I am not to blame.


Today’s mail brings a letter to a member of my family from an old English friend of ours, dated “Government House, Sydney, May 29,” in which the writer is shocked to hear of my “sudden death.” Now, that suggests that that aforementioned imposter has even gone the length of dying for me. This generosity disarms me. He has done a thing for me which I wouldn’t even have done for myself. If he will only stay dead now I will call the account square, and drop the grudge I bear him.


Mark Twain.


Hartford,

United States of America,

July 24, 1881







43Tom’s First Royal Dinner


From The Prince and the Pauper




SOMEWHAT AFTER ONE in the afternoon, Tom resignedly underwent the ordeal of being dressed for dinner. He found himself as finely clothed as before, but everything different, everything changed, from his ruff to his stockings. He was presently conducted with much state to a spacious and ornate apartment, where a table was already set for one. Its furniture was all of massy gold, and beautified with designs which well-nigh made it priceless, since they were the work of Benvenuto. The room was half-filled with noble servitors. A chaplain said grace, and Tom was about to fall to, for hunger had long been constitutional with him, but was interrupted by my lord the Earl of Berkeley, who fastened a napkin about his neck; for the great post of Diaperers to the Prince of Wales was hereditary in this nobleman’s family. Tom’s cupbearer was present, and forestalled all his attempts to help himself to wine. The Taster to his highness the Prince of Wales was there also, prepared to taste any suspicious dish upon requirement, and run the risk of being poisoned. He was only an ornamental appendage at this time, and was seldom called upon to exercise his function; but there had been times, not many generations past, when the office of taster had its perils, and was not a grandeur to be desired. Why they did not use a dog or a plumber seems strange; but all the ways of royalty are strange. My Lord d’Arcy, First Groom of the Chamber, was there, to do goodness knows what; but there he was– let that suffice. The Lord Chief Butler was there, and stood behind Tom’s chair, overseeing the solemnities, under command of the Lord Great Steward and the Lord Head Cook, who stood near. Tom had three hundred and eighty-four servants beside these; but they were not all in that room, of course, nor the quarter of them; neither was Tom aware yet that they existed.


All those that were present had been well drilled within the hour to remember that the Prince was temporarily out of his head, and to be careful to show no surprise at his vagaries. These “vagaries” were soon on exhibition before them; but they only moved their compassion and their sorrow, not their mirth. It was a heavy affliction to them to see the beloved prince so stricken.


Poor Tom ate with his fingers mainly; but no one smiled at it, or even seemed to observe it. He inspected his napkin curiously, and with deep interest, for it was of a very dainty and beautiful fabric, then said with simplicity—


“Prithee, take it away, lest in mine unheedfulness it be soiled.”


The Hereditary Diaperer took it away with reverent manner, and without word or protest of any sort.


Tom examined the turnips and the lettuce with interest, and asked what they were, and if they were to be eaten; for it was only recently that men had begun to raise these things in England in place of importing them as luxuries from Holland. His question was answered with grave respect, and no surprise manifested. When he had finished his dessert, he filled his pockets with nuts; but nobody appeared to be aware of it, or disturbed by it. But the next moment he was himself disturbed by it, and showed discomposure; for this was the only service he had been permitted to do with his own hands during the meal, and he did not doubt that he had done a most improper and unprincely thing. At that moment the muscles of his nose began to twitch, and the end of that organ to lift and wrinkle. This continued, and Tom began to evince a growing distress. He looked appealingly, first at one and then another of the lords about him, and tears came into his eyes. They sprang forward with dismay in their faces, and begged to know his trouble. Tom said with genuine anguish—


“I crave your indulgence: my nose itcheth cruelly. What is the custom and usage in this emergence? Prithee, speed, for ’tis but a little time that I can bear it.”


None smiled; but all were sore perplexed, and looked one to the other in deep tribulation for counsel. But behold, here was a dead wall, and nothing in English history to tell how to get over it. The Master of Ceremonies was not present: there was no one who felt safe to venture upon this uncharted sea, or risk the attempt to solve this solemn problem. Alas! there was no Hereditary Scratcher. Meantime the tears had overflowed their banks, and begun to trickle down Tom’s cheeks. His twitching nose was pleading more urgently than ever for relief. At last nature broke down the barriers of etiquette: Tom lifted up an inward prayer for pardon if he was doing wrong, and brought relief to the burdened hearts of his court by scratching his nose himself.


His meal being ended, a lord came and held before him a broad, shallow, golden dish with fragrant rosewater in it, to cleanse his mouth and fingers with; and my lord the Hereditary Diaperer stood by with a napkin for his use. Tom gazed at the dish a puzzled moment or two, then raised it to his lips, and gravely took a draft. Then he returned it to the waiting lord, and said—


“Nay, it likes me not, my lord: it hath a pretty flavour, but it wanteth strength.”


This new eccentricity of the Prince’s ruined mind made all the hearts about him ache; but the sad sight moved none to merriment.


Tom’s next unconscious blunder was to get up and leave the table just when the chaplain had taken his stand behind his chair, and with uplifted hands, and closed, uplifted eyes, was in the act of beginning the blessing. Still nobody seemed to perceive that the Prince had done a thing unusual.


By his own request our small friend was now conducted to his private cabinet, and left there alone to his own devices. Hanging upon hooks in the oaken wainscoting were the several pieces of a suit of shining steel armour, covered all over with beautiful designs exquisitely inlaid in gold. This martial panoply belonged to the true prince– a recent present from Madam Parr the Queen. Tom put on the greaves, the gauntlets, the plumed helmet, and such other pieces as he could don without assistance, and for a while was minded to call for help and complete the matter, but bethought him of the nuts he had brought away from dinner, and the joy it would be to eat them with no crowd to eye him, and no Grand Hereditaries to pester him with undesired services; so he restored the pretty things to their several places, and soon was cracking nuts, and feeling almost naturally happy for the first time since God for his sins had made him a prince. When the nuts were all gone, he stumbled upon some inviting books in a closet, among them one about the etiquette of the English court. This was a prize. He lay down upon a sumptuous divan, and proceeded to instruct himself with honest zeal. Let us leave him there for the present.







44On the Decay of the Art of Lying


Essay, for Discussion, Read at a Meeting of the Historical and Antiquarian Club of Hartford, and Offered for the Thirty-dollar Prize. Now First Published. [3]




OBSERVE, I DO NOT MEAN to suggest that the custom of lying has suffered any decay or interruption– no, for the Lie, as a Virtue, a Principle, is eternal; the Lie, as a recreation, a solace, a refuge in time of need, the fourth Grace, the tenth Muse, man’s best and surest friend, is immortal, and cannot perish from the earth while this Club remains. My complaint simply concerns the decay of the art of lying. No high-minded man, no man of right feeling, can contemplate the lumbering and slovenly lying of the present day without grieving to see a noble art so prostituted. In this veteran presence I naturally enter upon this scheme with diffidence; it is like an old maid trying to teach nursery matters to the mothers in Israel. It would not become me to criticize you, gentlemen, who are nearly all my elders– and my superiors, in this thing– and so, if I should here and there seem to do it, I trust it will in most cases be more in a spirit of admiration than of fault-finding; indeed, if this finest of the fine arts had everywhere received the attention, encouragement, and conscientious practice and development which this Club has devoted to it I should not need to utter this lament or shed a single tear. I do not say this to flatter: I say it in a spirit of just and appreciative recognition. [It had been my intention, at this point, to mention names and give illustrative specimens, but indications observable about me admonished me to beware of particulars and confine myself to generalities.]


No fact is more firmly established than that lying is a necessity of our circumstances– the deduction that it is then a Virtue goes without saying. No virtue can reach its highest usefulness without careful and diligent cultivation– therefore, it goes without saying that this one ought to be taught in the public schools– at the fireside– even in the newspapers. What chance has the ignorant, uncultivated liar against the educated expert? What chance have I against Mr. Per– against a lawyer? Judicious lying is what the world needs. I sometimes think it were even better and safer not to lie at all than to lie injudiciously. An awkward, unscientific lie is often as ineffectual as the truth.


Now let us see what the philosophers say. Note that venerable proverb: Children and fools always speak the truth. The deduction is plain– adults and wise persons never speak it. Parkman, the historian, says, “The principle of truth may itself be carried into an absurdity.” In another place in the same chapter he says, “The saying is old that truth should not be spoken at all times; and those whom a sick conscience worries into habitual violation of the maxim are imbeciles and nuisances.” It is strong language, but true. None of us could live with an habitual truth-teller; but, thank goodness, none of us has to. An habitual truth-teller is simply an impossible creature; he does not exist; he never has existed. Of course there are people who think they never lie, but it is not so– and this ignorance is one of the very things that shame our so-called civilization. Everybody lies– every day; every hour; awake; asleep; in his dreams; in his joy; in his mourning; if he keeps his tongue still, his hands, his feet, his eyes, his attitude, will convey deception– and purposely. Even in sermons– but that is a platitude.


In a far country where I once lived the ladies used to go around paying calls, under the humane and kindly pretense of wanting to see each other; and when they returned home, they would cry out with a glad voice, saying, “We made sixteen calls and found fourteen of them out”– not meaning that they found out anything against the fourteen– no, that was only a colloquial phrase to signify that they were not at home– and their manner of saying it– expressed their lively satisfaction in that fact. Now, their pretense of wanting to see the fourteen– and the other two whom they had been less lucky with– was that commonest and mildest form of lying which is sufficiently described as a deflection from the truth. Is it justifiable? Most certainly. It is beautiful, it is noble; for its object is, not to reap profit, but to convey a pleasure to the sixteen. The iron-souled truth-monger would plainly manifest, or even utter the fact, that he didn’t want to see those people– and he would be an ass, and inflict a totally unnecessary pain. And next, those ladies in that far country– but never mind, they had a thousand pleasant ways of lying, that grew out of gentle impulses, and were a credit to their intelligence and an honor to their hearts. Let the particulars go.


The men in that far country were liars; every one. Their mere howdy-do was a lie, because they didn’t care how you did, except they were undertakers. To the ordinary inquirer you lied in return; for you made no conscientious diagnosis of your case, but answered at random, and usually missed it considerably. You lied to the undertaker, and said your health was failing– a wholly commendable lie, since it cost you nothing and pleased the other man. If a stranger called and interrupted you, you said with your hearty tongue, “I’m glad to see you,” and said with your heartier soul, “I wish you were with the cannibals and it was dinner-time.” When he went, you said regretfully, “Must you go?” and followed it with a “Call again”; but you did no harm, for you did not deceive anybody nor inflict any hurt, whereas the truth would have made you both unhappy.


I think that all this courteous lying is a sweet and loving art, and should be cultivated. The highest perfection of politeness is only a beautiful edifice, built, from the base to the dome, of graceful and gilded forms of charitable and unselfish lying.


What I bemoan is the growing prevalence of the brutal truth. Let us do what we can to eradicate it. An injurious truth has no merit over an injurious lie. Neither should ever be uttered. The man who speaks an injurious truth, lest his soul be not saved if he do otherwise, should reflect that that sort of a soul is not strictly worth saving. The man who tells a lie to help a poor devil out of trouble is one of whom the angels doubtless say, “Lo, here is an heroic soul who casts his own welfare into jeopardy to succor his neighbor’s; let us exalt this magnanimous liar.”


An injurious lie is an uncommendable thing; and so, also, and in the same degree, is an injurious truth– a fact which is recognized by the law of libel.


Among other common lies, we have the silent lie, the deception which one conveys by simply keeping still and concealing the truth. Many obstinate truth-mongers indulge in this dissipation, imagining that if they speak no lie, they lie not at all. In that far country where I once lived, there was a lovely spirit, a lady whose impulses were always high and pure, and whose character answered to them. One day I was there at dinner, and remarked, in a general way, that we are all liars. She was amazed, and said, “Not all!” It was before “Pinafore’s” time so I did not make the response which would naturally follow in our day, but frankly said, “Yes, all– we are all liars; there are no exceptions.” She looked almost offended, and said, “Why, do you include me?” “Certainly,” I said, “I think you even rank as an expert.” She said, “’Sh!– ’sh! the children!” So the subject was changed in deference to the children’s presence, and we went on talking about other things. But as soon as the young people were out of the way, the lady came warmly back to the matter and said, “I have made it the rule of my life to never tell a lie; and I have never departed from it in a single instance.” I said, “I don’t mean the least harm or disrespect, but really you have been lying like smoke ever since I’ve been sitting here. It has caused me a good deal of pain, because I am not used to it.” She required of me an instance– just a single instance. So I said:


“Well, here is the unfilled duplicate of the blank which the Oakland hospital people sent to you by the hand of the sick-nurse when she came here to nurse your little nephew through his dangerous illness. This blank asks all manner of questions as to the conduct of that sick-nurse: ‘Did she ever sleep on her watch? Did she ever forget to give the medicine?’ and so forth and so on. You are warned to be very careful and explicit in your answers, for the welfare of the service requires that the nurses be promptly fined or otherwise punished for derelictions. You told me you were perfectly delighted with that nurse– that she had a thousand perfections and only one fault: you found you never could depend on her wrapping Johnny up half sufficiently while he waited in a chilly chair for her to rearrange the warm bed. You filled up the duplicate of this paper, and sent it back to the hospital by the hand of the nurse. How did you answer this question– ‘Was the nurse at any time guilty of a negligence which was likely to result in the patient’s taking cold?’ Come– everything is decided by a bet here in California: ten dollars to ten cents you lied when you answered that question.” She said, “I didn’t; I left it blank!” “Just so– you have told a silent lie; you have left it to be inferred that you had no fault to find in that matter.” She said, “Oh, was that a lie? And how could I mention her one single fault, and she so good?– it would have been cruel.” I said, “One ought always to lie when one can do good by it; your impulse was right, but, your judgment was crude; this comes of unintelligent practice. Now observe the result of this inexpert deflection of yours. You know Mr. Jones’s Willie is lying very low with scarlet fever; well, your recommendation was so enthusiastic that that girl is there nursing him, and the worn-out family have all been trustingly sound asleep for the last fourteen hours, leaving their darling with full confidence in those fatal hands, because you, like young George Washington, have a reputa– However, if you are not going to have anything to do, I will come around tomorrow and we’ll attend the funeral together, for, of course, you’ll naturally feel a peculiar interest in Willie’s case– as personal a one, in fact, as the undertaker.”


But that was all lost. Before I was half-way through she was in a carriage and making thirty miles an hour toward the Jones mansion to save what was left of Willie and tell all she knew about the deadly nurse. All of which was unnecessary, as Willie wasn’t sick; I had been lying myself. But that same day, all the same, she sent a line to the hospital which filled up the neglected blank, and stated the facts, too, in the squarest possible manner.


Now, you see, this lady’s fault was not in lying, but only in lying injudiciously. She should have told the truth there, and made it up to the nurse with a fraudulent compliment further along in the paper. She could have said, “In one respect the sick-nurse is perfection– when she is on watch, she never snores.” Almost any little pleasant lie would have taken the sting out of that troublesome but necessary expression of the truth.


Lying is universal we all do it; we all must do it. Therefore, the wise thing is for us diligently to train ourselves to lie thoughtfully, judiciously; to lie with a good object, and not an evil one; to lie for others’ advantage, and not our own; to lie healingly, charitably, humanely, not cruelly, hurtfully, maliciously; to lie gracefully and graciously, not awkwardly and clumsily; to lie firmly, frankly, squarely, with head erect, not haltingly, tortuously, with pusillanimous mien, as being ashamed of our high calling. Then shall we be rid of the rank and pestilent truth that is rotting the land; then shall we be great and good and beautiful, and worthy dwellers in a world where even benign Nature habitually lies, except when she promises execrable weather. Then– but I am but a new and feeble student in this gracious art; I can not instruct this Club.


Joking aside, I think there is much need of wise examination into what sorts of lies are best and wholesomest to be indulged, seeing we must all lie and do all lie, and what sorts it may be best to avoid– and this is a thing which I feel I can confidently put into the hands of this experienced Club– a ripe body, who may be termed, in this regard, and without undue flattery, Old Masters.



[3] Did not take the prize.









45Legend of Sagenfeld, in Germany




I


MORE THAN a thousand years ago this small district was a kingdom– a little bit of a kingdom, a sort of dainty little toy kingdom, as one might say. It was far removed from the jealousies, strifes, and turmoils of that old warlike day, and so its life was a simple life, its people a gentle and guileless race; it lay always in a deep dream of peace, a soft Sabbath tranquility; there was no malice, there was no envy, there was no ambition, consequently there were no heart-burnings, there was no unhappiness in the land.


In the course of time the old king died and his little son Hubert came to the throne. The people’s love for him grew daily; he was so good and so pure and so noble, that by and by his love became a passion, almost a worship. Now at his birth the soothsayers had diligently studied the stars and found something written in that shining book to this effect:



In Hubert’s fourteenth year a pregnant event will happen; the animal whose singing shall sound sweetest in Hubert’s ear shall save Hubert’s life. So long as the king and the nation shall honor this animal’s race for this good deed, the ancient dynasty shall not fail of an heir, nor the nation know war or pestilence or poverty. But beware an erring choice!




All through the king’s thirteenth year but one thing was talked of by the soothsayers, the statesmen, the little parliament, and the general people. That one thing was this: How is the last sentence of the prophecy to be understood? What goes before seems to mean that the saving animal will choose itself at the proper time; but the closing sentence seems to mean that the king must choose beforehand, and say what singer among the animals pleases him best, and that if he choose wisely the chosen animal will save his life, his dynasty, his people, but that if he should make “an erring choice”– beware!


By the end of the year there were as many opinions about this matter as there had been in the beginning; but a majority of the wise and the simple were agreed that the safest plan would be for the little king to make choice beforehand, and the earlier the better. So an edict was sent forth commanding all persons who owned singing creatures to bring them to the great hall of the palace in the morning of the first day of the new year. This command was obeyed. When everything was in readiness for the trial, the king made his solemn entry with the great officers of the crown, all clothed in their robes of state. The king mounted his golden throne and prepared to give judgment. But he presently said:


“These creatures all sing at once; the noise is unendurable; no one can choose in such a turmoil. Take them all away, and bring back one at a time.”


This was done. One sweet warbler after another charmed the young king’s ear and was removed to make way for another candidate. The precious minutes slipped by; among so many bewitching songsters he found it hard to choose, and all the harder because the promised penalty for an error was so terrible that it unsettled his judgment and made him afraid to trust his own ears. He grew nervous and his face showed distress. His ministers saw this, for they never took their eyes from him a moment. Now they began to say in their hearts:


“He has lost courage– the cool head is gone– he will err– he and his dynasty and his people are doomed!”


At the end of an hour the king sat silent awhile, and then said:


“Bring back the linnet.”


The linnet trilled forth her jubilant music. In the midst of it the king was about to uplift his scepter in sign of choice, but checked himself and said:


“But let us be sure. Bring back the thrush; let them sing together.”


The thrush was brought, and the two birds poured out their marvels of song together. The king wavered, then his inclination began to settle and strengthen– one could see it in his countenance. Hope budded in the hearts of the old ministers, their pulses began to beat quicker, the scepter began to rise slowly, when: There was a hideous interruption! It was a sound like this– just at the door:


“Waw...... he!– waw...... he!– waw-he! waw-he!– waw-he!”


Everybody was sorely startled– and enraged at himself for showing it.


The next instant the dearest, sweetest, prettiest little peasant-maid of nine years came tripping in, her brown eyes glowing with childish eagerness; but when she saw that august company and those angry faces she stopped and hung her head and put her poor coarse apron to her eyes. Nobody gave her welcome, none pitied her. Presently she looked up timidly through her tears, and said:


“My lord the king, I pray you pardon me, for I meant no wrong. I have no father and no mother, but I have a goat and a donkey, and they are all in all to me. My goat gives me the sweetest milk, and when my dear good donkey brays it seems to me there is no music like to it. So when my lord the king’s jester said the sweetest singer among all the animals should save the crown and nation, and moved me to bring him here—”


All the court burst into a rude laugh, and the child fled away crying, without trying to finish her speech. The chief minister gave a private order that she and her disastrous donkey be flogged beyond the precincts of the palace and commanded to come within them no more.


Then the trial of the birds was resumed. The two birds sang their best, but the scepter lay motionless in the king’s hand. Hope died slowly out in the breasts of all. An hour went by; two hours, still no decision. The day waned to its close, and the waiting multitudes outside the palace grew crazed with anxiety and apprehension. The twilight came on, the shadows fell deeper and deeper. The king and his court could no longer see each other’s faces. No one spoke– none called for lights. The great trial had been made; it had failed; each and all wished to hide their faces from the light and cover up their deep trouble in their own hearts.


Finally– hark! A rich, full strain of the divinest melody streamed forth from a remote part of the hall the nightingale’s voice!


“Up!” shouted the king, “let all the bells make proclamation to the people, for the choice is made and we have not erred. King, dynasty, and nation are saved. From henceforth let the nightingale be honored throughout the land forever. And publish it among all the people that whosoever shall insult a nightingale, or injure it, shall suffer death. The king hath spoken.”


All that little world was drunk with joy. The castle and the city blazed with bonfires all night long, the people danced and drank and sang; and the triumphant clamor of the bells never ceased.


From that day the nightingale was a sacred bird. Its song was heard in every house; the poets wrote its praises; the painters painted it; its sculptured image adorned every arch and turret and fountain and public building. It was even taken into the king’s councils; and no grave matter of state was decided until the soothsayers had laid the thing before the state nightingale and translated to the ministry what it was that the bird had sung about it.



II




The young king was very fond of the chase. When the summer was come he rode forth with hawk and hound, one day, in a brilliant company of his nobles. He got separated from them by and by, in a great forest, and took what he imagined a neat cut, to find them again; but it was a mistake. He rode on and on, hopefully at first, but with sinking courage finally. Twilight came on, and still he was plunging through a lonely and unknown land. Then came a catastrophe. In the dim light he forced his horse through a tangled thicket overhanging a steep and rocky declivity. When horse and rider reached the bottom, the former had a broken neck and the latter a broken leg. The poor little king lay there suffering agonies of pain, and each hour seemed a long month to him. He kept his ear strained to hear any sound that might promise hope of rescue; but he heard no voice, no sound of horn or bay of hound. So at last he gave up all hope, and said, “Let death come, for come it must.”


Just then the deep, sweet song of a nightingale swept across the still wastes of the night.


“Saved!” the king said. “Saved! It is the sacred bird, and the prophecy is come true. The gods themselves protected me from error in the choice.”


He could hardly contain his joy; he could not word his gratitude. Every few moments, now he thought he caught the sound of approaching succor. But each time it was a disappointment; no succor came. The dull hours drifted on. Still no help came– but still the sacred bird sang on. He began to have misgivings about his choice, but he stifled them. Toward dawn the bird ceased. The morning came, and with it thirst and hunger; but no succor. The day waxed and waned. At last the king cursed the nightingale.


Immediately the song of the thrush came from out the wood. The king said in his heart, “This was the true-bird– my choice was false– succor will come now.”


But it did not come. Then he lay many hours insensible. When he came to himself, a linnet was singing. He listened with apathy. His faith was gone. “These birds,” he said, “can bring no help; I and my house and my people are doomed.” He turned him about to die; for he was grown very feeble from hunger and thirst and suffering, and felt that his end was near. In truth, he wanted to die, and be released from pain. For long hours he lay without thought or feeling or motion. Then his senses returned. The dawn of the third morning was breaking. Ah, the world seemed very beautiful to those worn eyes. Suddenly a great longing to live rose up in the lad’s heart, and from his soul welled a deep and fervent prayer that Heaven would have mercy upon him and let him see his home and his friends once more. In that instant a soft, a faint, a far-off sound, but oh, how inexpressibly sweet to his waiting ear, came floating out of the distance:


“Waw...... he! – waw...... he! – waw-he! – waw-he! – waw-he!”


“That, oh, that song is sweeter, a thousand times sweeter than the voice of the nightingale, thrush, or linnet, for it brings not mere hope, but certainty of succor; and now, indeed, am I saved! The sacred singer has chosen itself, as the oracle intended; the prophecy is fulfilled, and my life, my house, and my people are redeemed. The ass shall be sacred from this day!”


The divine music grew nearer and nearer, stronger and stronger– and ever sweeter and sweeter to the perishing sufferer’s ear. Down the declivity the docile little donkey wandered, cropping herbage and singing as he went; and when at last he saw the dead horse and the wounded king, he came and snuffed at them with simple and marveling curiosity. The king petted him, and he knelt down as had been his wont when his little mistress desired to mount. With great labor and pain the lad drew himself upon the creature’s back, and held himself there by aid of the generous ears. The ass went singing forth from the place and carried the king to the little peasant-maid’s hut. She gave him her pallet for a bed, refreshed him with goat’s milk, and then flew to tell the great news to the first scouting-party of searchers she might meet.


The king got well. His first act was to proclaim the sacredness and inviolability of the ass; his second was to add this particular ass to his cabinet and make him chief minister of the crown; his third was to have all the statues and effigies of nightingales throughout his kingdom destroyed, and replaced by statues and effigies of the sacred donkey; and, his fourth was to announce that when the little peasant maid should reach her fifteenth year he would make her his queen and he kept his word.


Such is the legend. This explains why the moldering image of the ass adorns all these old crumbling walls and arches; and it explains why, during many centuries, an ass was always the chief minister in that royal cabinet, just as is still the case in most cabinets to this day; and it also explains why, in that little kingdom, during many centuries, all great poems, all great speeches, all great books, all public solemnities, and all royal proclamations, always began with these stirring words:


“Waw... he! – waw... he! – waw-he! – waw-he! – waw-he!”



Left out of “A Tramp Abroad” because its authenticity seemed doubtful, and could not at that time be proved.

—M. T.









46Paris Notes




THE PARISIAN TRAVELS but little, he knows no language but his own, reads no literature but his own, and consequently he is pretty narrow and pretty self-sufficient. However, let us not be too sweeping; there are Frenchmen who know languages not their own: these are the waiters. Among the rest, they know English; that is, they know it on the European plan– which is to say, they can speak it, but can’t understand it. They easily make themselves understood, but it is next to impossible to word an English sentence in such away as to enable them to comprehend it. They think they comprehend it; they pretend they do; but they don’t. Here is a conversation which I had with one of these beings; I wrote it down at the time, in order to have it exactly correct.


I. These are fine oranges. Where are they grown?


He. More? Yes, I will bring them.


I. No, do not bring any more; I only want to know where they are from– where they are raised.


He. Yes? (with imperturbable mien and rising inflection.)


I. Yes. Can you tell me what country they are from?


He. Yes? (blandly, with rising inflection.)


I. (disheartened). They are very nice.


He. Good night. (Bows, and retires, quite satisfied with himself.)


That young man could have become a good English scholar by taking the right sort of pains, but he was French, and wouldn’t do that. How different is the case with our people; they utilize every means that offers. There are some alleged French Protestants in Paris, and they built a nice little church on one of the great avenues that lead away from the Arch of Triumph, and proposed to listen to the correct thing, preached in the correct way, there, in their precious French tongue, and be happy. But their little game does not succeed. Our people are always there ahead of them Sundays, and take up all the room. When the minister gets up to preach, he finds his house full of devout foreigners, each ready and waiting, with his little book in his hand– a morocco-bound Testament, apparently. But only apparently; it is Mr. Bellows’s admirable and exhaustive little French-English dictionary, which in look and binding and size is just like a Testament and those people are there to study French. The building has been nicknamed “The Church of the Gratis French Lesson.”


These students probably acquire more language than general information, for I am told that a French sermon is like a French speech– it never names a historical event, but only the date of it; if you are not up in dates, you get left. A French speech is something like this:


Comrades, citizens, brothers, noble parts of the only sublime and perfect nation, let us not forget that the 21st January cast off our chains; that the 10th August relieved us of the shameful presence of foreign spies; that the 5th September was its own justification before heaven and humanity; that the 18th Brumaire contained the seeds of its own punishment; that the 14th July was the mighty voice of liberty proclaiming the resurrection, the new day, and inviting the oppressed peoples of the earth to look upon the divine face of France and live; and let us here record our everlasting curse against the man of the 2d December, and declare in thunder tones, the native tones of France, that but for him there had been no 17th March in history, no 12th October, no 19th January, no 22d April, no 16th November, no 30th September, no 2d July, no 14th February, no 29th June, no 15th August, no 31st May– that but for him, France the pure, the grand, the peerless, had had a serene and vacant almanac today!


I have heard of one French sermon which closed in this odd yet eloquent way:



My hearers, we have sad cause to remember the man of the 13th January. The results of the vast crime of the 13th January have been in just proportion to the magnitude of the set itself. But for it there had been no 30 November– sorrowful spectacle! The grisly deed of the 16th June had not been done but for it, nor had the man of the 16th June known existence; to it alone the 3d September was due, also the fatal 12th October. Shall we, then, be grateful for the 13th January, with its freight of death for you and me and all that breathe? Yes, my friends, for it gave us also that which had never come but for it, and it atone– the blessed 25th December.




It may be well enough to explain, though in the case of many of my readers this will hardly be necessary. The man of the 13th January is Adam; the crime of that date was the eating of the apple; the sorrowful spectacle of the 30th November was the expulsion from Eden; the grisly deed of the 16th June was the murder of Abel; the act of the 3d September was the beginning of the journey to the land of Nod; the 12th day of October, the last mountain-tops disappeared under the flood. When you go to church in France, you want to take your almanac with you– annotated.



Crowded out of “A Tramp Abroad” to make room for more vital statistics.

—M. T.









47Concerning the American Language




THERE WAS an Englishman in our compartment, and he complimented me on– on what? But you would never guess. He complimented me on my English. He said Americans in general did not speak the English language as correctly as I did. I said I was obliged to him for his compliment, since I knew he meant it for one, but that I was not fairly entitled to it, for I did not speak English at all– I only spoke American.


He laughed, and said it was a distinction without a difference. I said no, the difference was not prodigious, but still it was considerable. We fell into a friendly dispute over the matter. I put my case as well as I could, and said:


“The languages were identical several generations ago, but our changed conditions and the spread of our people far to the south and far to the west have made many alterations in our pronunciation, and have introduced new words among us and changed the meanings of many old ones. English people talk through their noses; we do not. We say know, English people say näo; we say cow, the Briton says käow; we—”


“Oh, come! that is pure Yankee; everybody knows that.”


“Yes, it is pure Yankee; that is true. One cannot hear it in America outside of the little corner called New England, which is Yankee land. The English themselves planted it there, two hundred and fifty years ago, and there it remains; it has never spread. But England talks through her nose yet; the Londoner and the backwoods New-Englander pronounce ‘know’ and ‘cow’ alike, and then the Briton unconsciously satirizes himself by making fun of the Yankee’s pronunciation.”


We argued this point at some length; nobody won; but no matter, the fact remains– Englishmen say näo and käow for “know” and “cow,” and that is what the rustic inhabitant of a very small section of America does.


“You conferred your ‘a’ upon New England, too, and there it remains; it has not traveled out of the narrow limits of those six little states in all these two hundred and fifty years. All England uses it, New England’s small population– say four millions– use it, but we have forty-five millions who do not use it. You say glahs of wawtah, so does New England; at least, New England says glahs. America at large flattens the ‘a’, and says ‘glass of water.’ These sounds are pleasanter than yours; you may think they are not right– well, in English they are not right, but in ‘American’ they are. You say flahsk and bahsket, and jackahss; we say ‘flask,’ ‘basket,’ ‘jackass’– sounding the ‘a’ as it is in ‘tallow,’ ‘fallow,’ and so on. Up to as late as 1847 Mr. Webster’s Dictionary had the impudence to still pronounce ‘basket’ bahsket, when he knew that outside of his little New England all America shortened the ‘a’ and paid no attention to his English broadening of it. However, it called itself an English Dictionary, so it was proper enough that it should stick to English forms, perhaps. It still calls itself an English Dictionary today, but it has quietly ceased to pronounce ‘basket’ as if it were spelt bahsket. In the American language the ‘h’ is respected; the ‘h’ is not dropped or added improperly.”


“The same is the case in England– I mean among the educated classes, of course.”


“Yes, that is true; but a nation’s language is a very large matter. It is not simply a manner of speech obtaining among the educated handful; the manner obtaining among the vast uneducated multitude must be considered also. Your uneducated masses speak English, you will not deny that; our uneducated masses speak American it won’t be fair for you to deny that, for you can see, yourself, that when your stable-boy says, ‘It isn’t the ’unting that ’urts the ’orse, but the ’ammer, ’ammer, ’ammer on the ’ard ’ighway,’ and our stable-boy makes the same remark without suffocating a single ‘h,’ these two people are manifestly talking two different languages. But if the signs are to be trusted, even your educated classes used to drop the ‘h.’ They say humble, now, and heroic, and historic, etc., but I judge that they used to drop those h’s because your writers still keep up the fashion of putting ‘an’ before those words instead of ‘a.’ This is what Mr. Darwin might call a ‘rudimentary’ sign that as an was justifiable once, and useful when your educated classes used to say ’umble, and ’eroic, and ’istorical. Correct writers of the American language do not put an before those words.”


The English gentleman had something to say upon this matter, but never mind what he said– I’m not arguing his case. I have him at a disadvantage, now. I proceeded:


“In England you encourage an orator by exclaiming, ‘H’yaah! H’yaah!’ We pronounce it ‘heer’ in some sections, ‘h’yer’ in others, and so on; but our whites do not say ‘h’yaah,’ pronouncing the ‘a’s’ like the ‘a’ in ‘ah.’ I have heard English ladies say ‘don’t you’– making two separate and distinct words of it; your Mr. Burnand has satirized it. But we always say ‘dontchu.’ This is much better. Your ladies say, ‘Oh, it’s oful nice!’ Ours say, ‘Oh, it’s awful nice!’ We say, ‘Four hundred,’ you say ‘For’– as in the word or. Your clergymen speak of ‘the Lawd,’ ours of ‘the Lord’; yours speak of ‘the gawds of the heathen,’ ours of ‘the gods of the heathen.’ When you are exhausted, you say you are ‘knocked up.’ We don’t. When you say you will do a thing ‘directly,’ you mean ‘immediately’; in the American language– generally speaking– the word signifies ‘after a little.’ When you say ‘clever,’ you mean ‘capable’; with us the word used to mean ‘accommodating,’ but I don’t know what it means now. Your word ‘stout’ means ‘fleshy’; our word ‘stout’ usually means ‘strong.’ Your words ‘gentleman’ and ‘lady’ have a very restricted meaning; with us they include the barmaid, butcher, burglar, harlot, and horse-thief. You say, ‘I haven’t got any stockings on,’ ‘I haven’t got any memory,’ ‘I haven’t got any money in my purse; we usually say, ‘I haven’t any stockings on,’ ‘I haven’t any memory!’ ‘I haven’t any money in my purse.’ You say ‘out of window’; we always put in a ‘the.’ If one asks ‘How old is that man?’ the Briton answers, ‘He will be about forty’; in the American language we should say, ‘He is about forty.’ However, I won’t tire you, sir; but if I wanted to, I could pile up differences here until I not only convinced you that English and American are separate languages, but that when I speak my native tongue in its utmost purity an Englishman can’t understand me at all.”


“I don’t wish to flatter you, but it is about all I can do to understand you now.”


That was a very pretty compliment, and it put us on the pleasantest terms directly– I use the word in the English sense.


[Later– 1882. Esthetes in many of our schools are now beginning to teach the pupils to broaden the ‘a,’ and to say “don’t you,” in the elegant foreign way.]



Being part of a chapter which was crowded out of “A Tramp Abroad.”

—M. T.









48Introduction

to “The New Guide of the Conversation

in Portuguese and English”




IN THIS WORLD of uncertainties, there is, at any rate, one thing which may be pretty confidently set down as a certainty: and that is, that this celebrated little phrase-book will never die while the English language lasts. Its delicious unconscious ridiculousness, and its enchanting naïveté, as are supreme and unapproachable, in their way, as are Shakespeare’s sublimities. Whatsoever is perfect in its kind, in literature, is imperishable: nobody can imitate it successfully, nobody can hope to produce its fellow; it is perfect, it must and will stand alone: its immortality is secure.


It is one of the smallest books in the world, but few big books have received such wide attention, and been so much pondered by the grave and learned, and so much discussed and written about by the thoughtful, the thoughtless, the wise, and the foolish. Long notices of it have appeared, from time to time, in the great English reviews, and in erudite and authoritative philological periodicals; and it has been laughed at, danced upon, and tossed in a blanket by nearly every newspaper and magazine in the English-speaking world. Every scribbler, almost, has had his little fling at it, at one time or another; I had mine fifteen years ago. The book gets out of print, every now and then, and one ceases to hear of it for a season; but presently the nations and near and far colonies of our tongue and lineage call for it once more, and once more it issues from some London or Continental or American press, and runs a new course around the globe, wafted on its way by the wind of a world’s laughter.


Many persons have believed that this book’s miraculous stupidities were studied and disingenuous; but no one can read the volume carefully through and keep that opinion. It was written in serious good faith and deep earnestness, by an honest and upright idiot who believed he knew something of the English language, and could impart his knowledge to others. The amplest proof of this crops out somewhere or other upon each and every page. There are sentences in the book which could have been manufactured by a man in his right mind, and with an intelligent and deliberate purposes to seem innocently ignorant; but there are other sentences, and paragraphs, which no mere pretended ignorance could ever achieve– nor yet even the most genuine and comprehensive ignorance, when unbacked by inspiration.


It is not a fraud who speaks in the following paragraph of the author’s Preface, but a good man, an honest man, a man whose conscience is at rest, a man who believes he has done a high and worthy work for his nation and his generation, and is well pleased with his performance:



We expect then, who the little book (for the care what we wrote him, and for her typographical correction) that may be worth the acceptation of the studious persons, and especially of the Youth, at which we dedicate him particularly.




One cannot open this book anywhere and not find richness. To prove that this is true, I will open it at random and copy the page I happen to stumble upon. Here is the result:


DIALOGUE 16.

FOR TO SEE THE TOWN



Anothony, go to accompany they gentilsmen, do they see the town.


We won’t to see all that is it remarquable here.


Come with me, if you please. I shall not folget nothing what can to merit your attention. Here we are near to cathedral; will you come in there?


We will first to see him in oudside, after we shall go in there for to look the interior.


Admire this master piece gothic architecture’s.


The chasing of all they figures is astonishing’ indeed.


The cupola and the nave are not less curious to see.


What is this palace how I see yonder?


It is the town hall.


And this tower here at this side?


It is the Observatory.


The bridge is very fine, it have ten arches, and is constructed of free stone.


The streets are very layed out by line and too paved.


What is the circuit of this town?


Two leagues.


There is it also hospitals here?


It not fail them.


What are then the edifices the worthest to have seen?


It is the arsnehal, the spectacle’s hall, the Customhouse, and the Purse.


We are going too see the others monuments such that the public pawnbroker’s office, the plants garden’s, the money office’s, the library.


That it shall be for another day; we are tired.




DIALOGUE 17.

TO INFORM ONE’SELF OF A PERSON



How is that gentilman who you did speak by and by?


Is a German.


I did think him Englishman.


He is of the Saxony side.


He speak the french very well.


Tough he is German, he speak so much well italyan, french, spanish and —, that among the Italyans, they believe him Italyan, he speak the frenche as the Frenches himselves. The Spanishesmen believe him Spanishing, and the Englishes, Englishman. It is difficult to enjoy well so much several languages.




The last remark contains a general truth; but it ceases to be a truth when one contracts it and applies it to an individual– provided that that individual is the author of this book, Sehnor Pedro Carolino. I am sure I should not find it difficult “to enjoy well so much several languages”– or even a thousand of them– if he did the translating for me from the originals into his ostensible English.




49English as She is Taught




IN THE APPENDIX to Croker’s Boswell’s Johnson one finds this anecdote:


Cato’s Soliloquy.



One day Mrs. Gastrel set a little girl to repeat to him [Dr. Samuel Johnson] Cato’s Soliloquy, which she went through very correctly. The Doctor, after a pause, asked the child:


“What was to bring Cato to an end?”


She said it was a knife.


“No, my dear, it was not so.”


“My aunt Polly said it was a knife.”


“Why, Aunt Polly’s knife may do, but it was a dagger, my dear.”


He then asked her the meaning of “bane and antidote,” which she was unable to give. Mrs. Gastrel said:


“You cannot expect so young a child to know the meaning of such words.”


He then said:


“My dear, how many pence are there in sixpence?”


“I cannot tell, sir,” was the half-terrified reply.


On this, addressing himself to Mrs. Gastrel, he said:


“Now, my dear lady, can anything be more ridiculous than to teach a child Cato’s Soliloquy, who does not know how many pence there are in a sixpence?”




In a lecture before the Royal Geographical Society Professor Ravenstein quoted the following list of frantic questions, and said that they had been asked in an examination:



Mention all names of places in the world derived from Julius Cæsar or Augustus Cæsar.


Where are the following rivers: Pisuerga, Sakaria, Guadalete, Jalon, Mulde?


All you know of the following: Machacha, Pilmo, Schebulos, Crivoscia, Basces, Mancikert, Taxhem, Citeaux, Meloria, Zutphen.


The highest peaks of the Karakorum range.


The number of universities in Prussia.


Why are the tops of mountains continually covered with snow [sic]?


Name the length and breadth of the streams of lava which issued from the Skaptar Jokul in the eruption of 1783.




That list would oversize nearly anybody’s geographical knowledge. Isn’t it reasonably possible that in our schools many of the questions in all studies are several miles ahead of where the pupil is?– that he is set to struggle with things that are ludicrously beyond his present reach, hopelessly beyond his present strength? This remark in passing, and by way of text; now I come to what I was going to say.


I have just now fallen upon a darling literary curiosity. It is a little book, a manuscript compilation, and the compiler sent it to me with the request that I say whether I think it ought to be published or not. I said, Yes; but as I slowly grow wise I briskly grow cautious; and so, now that the publication is imminent, it has seemed to me that I should feel more comfortable if I could divide up this responsibility with the public by adding them to the court. Therefore I will print some extracts from the book, in the hope that they may make converts to my judgment that the volume has merit which entitles it to publication.


As to its character. Everyone has sampled “English as She is Spoke” and “English as She is Wrote”; this little volume furnishes us an instructive array of examples of “English as She is Taught”– in the public schools of– well, this country. The collection is made by a teacher in those schools, and all the examples in it are genuine; none of them have been tampered with, or doctored in any way. From time to time, during several years, whenever a pupil has delivered himself of anything peculiarly quaint or toothsome in the course of his recitations, this teacher and her associates have privately set that thing down in a memorandum-book; strictly following the original, as to grammar, construction, spelling, and all; and the result is this literary curiosity.


The contents of the book consist mainly of answers given by the boys and girls to questions, said answers being given sometimes verbally, sometimes in writing. The subjects touched upon are fifteen in number: I. Etymology; II. Grammar; III. Mathematics; IV. Geography; V. “Original”; VI. Analysis; VII. History; VIII. “Intellectual”; IX. Philosophy; X. Physiology; XI. Astronomy; XII. Politics; XIII. Music; XIV. Oratory; XV. Metaphysics.


You perceive that the poor little young idea has taken a shot at a good many kinds of game in the course of the book. Now as to results. Here are some quaint definitions of words. It will be noticed that in all of these instances the sound of the word, or the look of it on paper, has misled the child:



Aborigines, a system of mountains.


Alias, a good man in the Bible.


Amenable, anything that is mean.


Ammonia, the food of the gods.


Assiduity, state of being an acid.


Auriferous, pertaining to an orifice.


Capillary, a little caterpillar.


Corniferous, rocks in which fossil corn is found.


Emolument, a headstone to a grave.


Equestrian, one who asks questions.


Eucharist, one who plays euchre.


Franchise, anything belonging to the French.


Idolater, a very idle person.


Ipecac, a man who likes a good dinner.


Irrigate, to make fun of.


Mendacious, what can be mended.


Mercenary, one who feels for another.


Parasite, a kind of umbrella.


Parasite, the murder of an infant.


Publican, a man who does his prayers in public.


Tenacious, ten acres of land.




Here is one where the phrase “publicans and sinners” has got mixed up in the child’s mind with politics, and the result is a definition which takes one in a sudden and unexpected way:



Republican, a sinner mentioned in the Bible.




Also in Democratic newspapers now and then. Here are two where the mistake has resulted from sound assisted by remote fact:



Plagiarist, a writer of plays.


Demagogue, a vessel containing beer and other liquids.




I cannot quite make out what it was that misled the pupil in the following instances; it would not seem to have been the sound of the word, nor the look of it in print:



Asphyxia, a grumbling, fussy temper.


Quarternions, a bird with a flat beak and no bill, living in New Zealand.


Quarternions, the name given to a style of art practiced by the Phoenicians.


Quarternions, a religious convention held every hundred years.


Sibilant, the state of being idiotic.


Crosier, a staff carried by the Deity.




In the following sentences the pupil’s ear has been deceiving him again:



The marriage was illegible.


He was totally dismasted with the whole performance.


He enjoys riding on a philosopher.


She was very quick at repertoire.


He prayed for the waters to subsidize.


The leopard is watching his sheep.


They had a strawberry vestibule.




Here is one which– well, now, how often we do slam right into the truth without ever suspecting it:



The men employed by the Gas Company go around and speculate the meter.




Indeed they do, dear; and when you grow up, many and many’s the time you will notice it in the gas bill. In the following sentences the little people have some information to convey, every time; but in my case they fail to connect: the light always went out on the keystone word:



The coercion of some things is remarkable; as bread and molasses.


Her hat is contiguous because she wears it on one side.


He preached to an egregious congregation.


The captain eliminated a bullet through the man’s heart.


You should take caution and be precarious.


The supercilious girl acted with vicissitude when the perennial time came.




The last is a curiously plausible sentence; one seems to know what it means, and yet he knows all the time that he doesn’t. Here is an odd (but entirely proper) use of a word, and a most sudden descent from a lofty philosophical altitude to a very practical and homely illustration:



We should endeavor to avoid extremes– like those of wasps and bees.




And here– with “zoological” and “geological” in his mind, but not ready to his tongue– the small scholar has innocently gone and let out a couple of secrets which ought never to have been divulged in any circumstances:



There are a good many donkeys in theological gardens.


Some of the best fossils are found in theological gardens.




Under the head of “Grammar” the little scholars furnish the following information:



Gender is the distinguishing nouns without regard to sex.


A verb is something to eat.


Adverbs should always be used as adjectives and adjectives as adverbs.


Every sentence and name of God must begin with a caterpillar.




“Caterpillar” is well enough, but capital letter would have been stricter. The following is a brave attempt at a solution, but it failed to liquify:



When they are going to say some prose or poetry before they say the poetry or prose they must put a semicolon just after the introduction of the prose or poetry.




The chapter on “Mathematics” is full of fruit. From it I take a few samples– mainly in an unripe state:



A straight line is any distance between two places.


Parallel lines are lines that can never meet until they run together.


A circle is a round straight line with a hole in the middle.


Things which are equal to each other are equal to anything else.


To find the number of square feet in a room you multiply the room by the number of the feet. The product is the result.




Right you are. In the matter of geography this little book is unspeakably rich. The questions do not appear to have applied the microscope to the subject, as did those quoted by Professor Ravenstein; still, they proved plenty difficult enough without that. These pupils did not hunt with a microscope, they hunted with a shot-gun; this is shown by the crippled condition of the game they brought in:



America is divided into the Passiffic slope and the Mississippi valey.


North America is separated by Spain.


America consists from north to south about five hundred miles.


The United States is quite a small country compared with some other countrys, but it about as industrious.


The capital of the United States is Long Island.


The five seaports of the U.S. are Newfunlan and Sanfrancisco.


The principal products of the U.S. is earthquakes and volcanoes.


The Alaginnies are mountains in Philadelphia.


The Rocky Mountains are on the western side of Philadelphia.


Cape Hateras is a vast body of water surrounded by land and flowing into the Gulf of Mexico.


Mason and Dixon’s line is the Equator.


One of the leading industries of the United States is mollasses, book-covers, numbers, gas, teaching, lumber, manufacturers, paper-making, publishers, coal.


In Austria the principal occupation is gathering Austrich feathers.


Gibraltar is an island built on a rock.


Russia is very cold and tyrannical.


Sicily is one of the Sandwich Islands.


Hindoostan flows through the Ganges and empties into the Mediterranean Sea.


Ireland is called the Emigrant Isle because it is so beautiful and green.


The width of the different zones Europe lies in depend upon the surrounding country.


The imports of a country are the things that are paid for, the exports are the things that are not.


Climate lasts all the time and weather only a few days.


The two most famous volcanoes of Europe are Sodom and Gomorrah.




The chapter headed “Analysis” shows us that the pupils in our public schools are not merely loaded up with those showy facts about geography, mathematics, and so on, and left in that incomplete state; no, there’s machinery for clarifying and expanding their minds. They are required to take poems and analyze them, dig out their common sense, reduce them to statistics, and reproduce them in a luminous prose translation which shall tell you at a glance what the poet was trying to get at. One sample will do. Here is a stanza from “The Lady of the Lake,” followed by the pupil’s impressive explanation of it:



Alone, but with unbated zeal,


The horseman plied with scourge and steel;


For jaded now and spent with toil,


Embossed with foam and dark with soil,


While every gasp with sobs he drew,


The laboring stag strained full in view.





The man who rode on the horse performed the whip and an instrument made of steel alone with strong ardor not diminishing, for, being tired from the time passed with hard labor overworked with anger and ignorant with weariness, while every breath for labor he drew with cries full of sorrow, the young deer made imperfect who worked hard filtered in sight.




I see, now, that I never understood that poem before. I have had glimpses of its meaning, in moments when I was not as ignorant with weariness as usual, but this is the first time the whole spacious idea of it ever filtered in sight. If I were a public-school pupil I would put those other studies aside and stick to analysis; for, after all, it is the thing to spread your mind.


We come now to historical matters, historical remains, one might say. As one turns the pages he is impressed with the depth to which one date has been driven into the American child’s head– 1492. The date is there, and it is there to stay. And it is always at hand, always deliverable at a moment’s notice. But the Fact that belongs with it? That is quite another matter. Only the date itself is familiar and sure: its vast Fact has failed of lodgment. It would appear that whenever you ask a public-school pupil when a thing– anything, no matter what– happened, and he is in doubt, he always rips out his 1492. He applies it to everything, from the landing of the ark to the introduction of the horse-car. Well, after all, it is our first date, and so it is right enough to honor it, and pay the public schools to teach our children to honor it:



George Washington was born in 1492.


Washington wrote the Declaration of Independence in 1492.


St. Bartholemew was massacred in 1492.


The Brittains were the Saxons who entered England in 1492 under Julius Cæsar.


The earth is 1492 miles in circumference.




To proceed with “History”



Christopher Columbus was called the Father of his Country.


Queen Isabella of Spain sold her watch and chain and other millinery so that Columbus could discover America.


The Indian wars were very desecrating to the country.


The Indians pursued their warfare by hiding in the bushes and then scalping them.


Captain John Smith has been styled the father of his country. His life was saved by his daughter Pochahantas.


The Puritans found an insane asylum in the wilds of America.


The Stamp Act was to make everybody stamp all materials so they should be null and void.


Washington died in Spain almost broken-hearted. His remains were taken to the cathedral in Havana.


Gorilla warfare was where men rode on gorillas.


John Brown was a very good insane man who tried to get fugitives slaves into Virginia. He captured all the inhabitants, but was finally conquered and condemned to his death. The confederasy was formed by the fugitive slaves.


Alfred the Great reigned 872 years. He was distinguished for letting some buckwheat cakes burn, and the lady scolded him.


Henry Eight was famous for being a great widower haveing lost several wives.


Lady Jane Grey studied Greek and Latin and was beheaded after a few days.


John Bright is noted for an incurable disease.


Lord James Gordon Bennet instigated the Gordon Riots.


The Middle Ages come in between antiquity and posterity.


Luther introduced Christianity into England a good many thousand years ago. His birthday was November 1883. He was once a Pope. He lived at the time of the Rebellion of Worms.


Julius Cæsar is noted for his famous telegram dispatch I came I saw I conquered.


Julius Cæsar was really a very great man. He was a very great soldier and wrote a book for beginners in the Latin.


Cleopatra was caused by the death of an asp which she dissolved in a wine cup.


The only form of government in Greece was a limited monkey.


The Persian war lasted about 500 years.


Greece had only 7 wise men.


Socrates... destroyed some statues and had to drink Shamrock.




Here is a fact correctly stated; and yet it is phrased with such ingenious infelicity that it can be depended upon to convey misinformation every time it is uncarefully unread:



By the Salic law no woman or descendant of a woman could occupy the throne.




To show how far a child can travel in history with judicious and diligent boosting in the public school, we select the following mosaic:



Abraham Lincoln was born in Wales in 1599.




In the chapter headed “Intellectual” I find a great number of most interesting statements. A sample or two may be found not amiss:



Bracebridge Hall was written by Henry Irving.


Show Bound was written by Peter Cooper.


The House of the Seven Gables was written by Lord Bryant.


Edgar A. Poe was a very curdling writer.


Cotton Mather was a writer who invented the cotten gin and wrote histories.


Beowulf wrote the Scriptures.


Ben Johnson survived Shakespeare in some respects.


In the Canterbury Tale it gives account of King Alfred on his way to the shrine of Thomas Bucket.


Chaucer was the father of English pottery.


Chaucer was a bland verse writer of the third century.


Chaucer was succeeded by H. Wads. Longfellow an American Writer. His writings were chiefly prose and nearly one hundred years elapsed.


Shakspere translated the Scriptures and it was called St. James because he did it.




In the middle of the chapter I find many pages of information concerning Shakespeare’s plays, Milton’s works, and those of Bacon, Addison, Samuel Johnson, Fielding, Richardson, Sterne, Smollett, De Foe, Locke, Pope, Swift, Goldsmith, Burns, Cowper, Wordsworth, Gibbon, Byron, Coleridge, Hood, Scott, Macaulay, George Eliot, Dickens, Bulwer, Thackeray, Browning, Mrs. Browning, Tennyson, and Disraeli– a fact which shows that into the restricted stomach of the public-school pupil is shoveled every year the blood, bone, and viscera of a gigantic literature, and the same is there digested and disposed of in a most successful and characteristic and gratifying public-school way. I have space for but a trifling few of the results:



Lord Byron was the son of an heiress and a drunken man.


Wm. Wordsworth wrote the Barefoot Boy and Imitations on Immortality.


Gibbon wrote a history of his travels in Italy. This was original.


George Eliot left a wife and children who mourned greatly for his genius.


George Eliot Miss Mary Evans Mrs. Cross Mrs. Lewis was the greatest female poet unless George Sands is made an exception of.


Bulwell is considered a good writer.


Sir Walter Scott Charles Bronte Alfred the Great and Johnson were the first great novelists.


Thomas Babington Makorlay graduated at Harvard and then studied law, he was raised to the peerage as baron in 1557 and died in 1776.




Here are two or three miscellaneous facts that may be of value, if taken in moderation:



Homer’s writings are Homer’s Essays Virgil the Aenid and Paradise lost some people say that these poems were not written by Homer but by another man of the same name.


A sort of sadness kind of shone in Bryant’s poems.


Holmes is a very profligate and amusing writer.




When the public-school pupil wrestles with the political features of the Great Republic, they throw him sometimes:



A bill becomes a law when the President vetoes it.


The three departments of the government is the President rules the world, the governor rules the State, the mayor rules the city.


The first conscientious Congress met in Philadelphia.


The Constitution of the United States was established to ensure domestic hostility.




Truth crushed to earth will rise again. As follows:



The Constitution of the United States is that part of the book at the end which nobody reads.




And here she rises once more and untimely. There should be a limit to public-school instruction; it cannot be wise or well to let the young find out everything:



Congress is divided into civilized half civilized and savage.




Here are some results of study in music and oratory:



An interval in music is the distance on the keyboard from one piano to the next.


A rest means you are not to sing it.


Emphasis is putting more distress on one word than another.




The chapter on “Physiology” contains much that ought not to be lost to science:



Physillogigy is to study about your bones stummick and vertebry.


Occupations which are injurious to health are cabolic acid gas which is impure blood.


We have an upper and lower skin. The lower skin moves all the time and the upper skin moves when we do.


The body is mostly composed of water and about one half is avaricious tissue.


The stomach is a small pear-shaped bone situated in the body.


The gastric juice keeps the bones from creaking.


The Chyle flows up the middle of the backbone and reaches the heart where it meets the oxygen and is purified.


The salivary glands are used to salivate the body.


In the stomach starch is changed to cane sugar and cane sugar to sugar cane.


The olfactory nerve enters the cavity of the orbit and is developed into the special sense of hearing.


The growth of a tooth begins in the back of the mouth and extends to the stomach.


If we were on a railroad track and a train was coming the train would deafen our ears so that we couldn’t see to get off the track.




If, up to this point, none of my quotations have added flavor to the Johnsonian anecdote at the head of this article, let us make another attempt:



The theory that intuitive truths are discovered by the light of nature originated from St. John’s interpretation of a passage in the Gospel of Plato.


The weight of the earth is found by comparing a mass of known lead with that of a mass of unknown lead.


To find the weight of the earth take the length of a degree on a meridian and multiply by 6 1/2 pounds.


The spheres are to each other as the squares of their homologous sides.


A body will go just as far in the first second as the body will go plus the force of gravity and that’s equal to twice what the body will go.


Specific gravity is the weight to be compared weight of an equal volume of or that is the weight of a body compared with the weight of an equal volume.


The law of fluid pressure divide the different forms of organized bodies by the form of attraction and the number increased will be the form.


Inertia is that property of bodies by virtue of which it cannot change its own condition of rest or motion. In other words it is the negative quality of passiveness either in recoverable latency or insipient latescence.




If a laugh is fair here, not the struggling child, nor the unintelligent teacher– or rather the unintelligent Boards, Committees, and Trustees– are the proper target for it. All through this little book one detects the signs of a certain probable fact– that a large part of the pupil’s “instruction” consists in cramming him with obscure and wordy “rules” which he does not understand and has no time to understand. It would be as useful to cram him with brickbats; they would at least stay. In a town in the interior of New York, a few years ago, a gentleman set forth a mathematical problem and proposed to give a prize to every public-school pupil who should furnish the correct solution of it. Twenty-two of the brightest boys in the public schools entered the contest. The problem was not a very difficult one for pupils of their mathematical rank and standing, yet they all failed– by a hair– through one trifling mistake or another. Some searching questions were asked, when it turned out that these lads were as glib as parrots with the “rules,” but could not reason out a single rule or explain the principle underlying it. Their memories had been stocked, but not their understandings. It was a case of brickbat culture, pure and simple.


There are several curious “compositions” in the little book, and we must make room for one. It is full of naïveté, brutal truth, and unembarrassed directness, and is the funniest (genuine) boy’s composition I think I have ever seen:


ON GIRLS



Girls are very stuck up and dignefied in their maner and be have your. They think more of dress than anything and like to play with dowls and rags. They cry if they see a cow in a far distance and are afraid of guns. They stay at home all the time and go to church on Sunday. They are al-ways sick. They are always funy and making fun of boy’s hands and they say how dirty. They cant play marbels. I pity them poor things. They make fun of boys and then turn round and love them. I dont beleave they ever kiled a cat or anything. They look out every nite and say oh ant the moon lovely. Thir is one thing I have not told and that is they al-ways now their lessons bettern boys.





........



From Mr. Edward Channing’s recent article in Science:



The marked difference between the books now being produced by French, English, and American travelers, on the one hand, and German explorers, on the other, is too great to escape attention. That difference is due entirely to the fact that in school and university the German is taught, in the first place to see, and in the second place to understand what he does see.









50The Art of Inhumation
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ABOUT THE SAME TIME, I encountered a man in the street, whom I had not seen for six or seven years; and something like this talk followed. I said:


“But you used to look sad and oldish; you don’t now. Where did you got all this youth and bubbling cheerfulness? Give me the address.”


He chuckled blithely, took off his shining tile, pointed to a notched pink circlet of paper pasted into its crown, with something lettered on it, and went on chuckling while I read, “J. B., Undertaker.” Then he clapped his hat on, gave it an irreverent tilt to leeward, and cried out:


“That’s what’s the matter! It used to be rough times with me when you knew me– insurance-agency business, you know; mighty irregular. Big fire, all right– brisk trade for ten days while people scared; after that, dull policy-business till next fire. Town like this don’t have fires often enough– a fellow strikes so many dull weeks in a row that he gets discouraged. But you bet you, this is the business! People don’t wait for examples to die. No, sir, they drop off right along,– there ain’t any dull spots in the undertaker line. I just started in with two or three little old coffins and a hired hearse, and now look at the thing! I’ve worked up a business here that would satisfy any man, don’t care who he is. Five years ago, lodged in an attic; live in a swell house now, with a mansard roof, and all the modern inconveniences.”


“Does a coffin pay so well? Is there much profit on a coffin?”


“Go-way! How you talk!” Then, with a confidential wink, a dropping of the voice, and an impressive laying of his hand on my arm; “Look here; there’s one thing in this world which isn’t ever cheap. That’ s a coffin. There’s one thing in this world which a person don’t ever try to jew you down on. That’s a coffin. There’s one thing in this world which a person don’t say,– ‘I’ll look around a little, and if I find I can’t do better I’ll come back and take it.’ That’s a coffin. There’s one thing in this world which a person won’t take in pine if he can go walnut; and won’t take in walnut if he can go mahogany; and won’t take in mahogany if he can go an iron casket with silver door-plate and bronze handles. That’s a coffin. And there’s one thing in this world which you don’t have to worry around after a person to get him to pay for. And that’s a coffin. Undertaking?– why it’s the dead-surest business in Christendom, and the nobbiest.


“Why, just look at it. A rich man won’t have anything but your very best; and you can just pile it on, too– pile it on and sock it to him– he won’t ever holler. And you take in a poor man, and if you work him right he’ll bust himself on a single lay-out. Or especially a woman. F’r instance: Mrs. O’Flaherty comes in– widow– wiping her eyes and kind of moaning. Unhandkerchiefs one eye, bats it around tearfully over the stock; says,—


“‘And fhat might ye ask for that wan?”


“‘Thirty-nine dollars, madam,’ says I.


“‘It’s a foine big price, sure, but Pat shall be buried like a gintleman, as he was, if I have to work me fingers off for it. I’ll have that wan, sor.’


“‘Yes, madam,’ says I,’and it is a very good one, too; not costly, to be sure, but in this life we must cut our garment to our clothes, as the saying is.’ And as she starts out, I heave in, kind of casually,’This one with the white satin lining is a beauty, but I am afraid– well, sixty-five dollars is a rather– rather– but no matter, I felt obliged to say to Mrs. O’Shaughnessy,– ’


“‘D’ye mane to soy that Bridget O’Shaughnessy bought the mate to that joo-ul box to ship that drunken divil to Purgatory in?’


“‘Yes, madam.’


“‘Then Pat shall go to heaven in the twin to it, if it takes the last rap the O’Flaherties can raise; and moind you, stick on some extras, too, and I’ll give ye another dollar.’


“And as I lay-in with the livery stables, of course I don’t forget to mention that Mrs. O’Shaughnessy hired fifty-four dollars worth of hacks and flung as much style into Dennis’s funeral as if he had been a duke or an assassin. And of course she sails in and goes the O’Shaughnessy about four hacks and an omnibus better. That used to be, but that’s all played now; that is, in this particular town.


The Irish got to piling up hacks so, on their funerals, that a funeral left them ragged and hungry for two years afterward; so the priest pitched in and broke it all up. He don’t allow them to have but two hacks now, and sometimes only one.”


“Well,” said I, “if you are so light-hearted and jolly in ordinary times, what must you be in an epidemic?”


He shook his head.


“No, you’re off, there. We don’t like to see an epidemic. An epidemic don’t pay. Well, of course I don’t mean that, exactly; but it don’t pay in proportion to the regular thing. Don’t it occur to you, why?”


“No.”


“Think.”


“I can’t imagine. What is it?”


“It’s just two things.”


“Well, what are they?”


“One’s Embamming.”


“And what’s the other?”


“Ice.”


“How is that?”


“Well, in ordinary times, a person dies, and we lay him up in ice; one day, two days, maybe three, to wait for friends to come. Takes a lot of it– melts fast. We charge jewelry rates for that ice, and war-prices for attendance.


Well, don’t you know, when there’s an epidemic, they rush’em to the cemetery the minute the breath’s out. No market for ice in an epidemic. Same with Embamming. You take a family that’s able to embam, and you’ve got a soft thing. You can mention sixteen different ways to do it– though there ain’t only one or two ways, when you come down to the bottom facts of it– and they’ll take the highest-priced way, every time. It’s human nature– human nature in grief. It don’t reason, you see. ’Time being, it don’t care a damn. All it wants is physical immortality for deceased, and they’re willing to pay for it. All you’ve got to do is to just be ca’m and stack it up– they’ll stand the racket. Why, man, you can take a defunct that you couldn’t give away; and got your embamming traps around you and go to work; and in a couple of hours he is worth a cool six hundred– that’s what he’s worth. There ain’t anything equal to it but trading rats for di’monds in time of famine. Well, don’t you see, when there’s an epidemic, people don’t wait to embam. No, indeed they don’t; and it hurts the business like hellth, as we say– hurts it like hell-th, health, see?– Our little joke in the trade. Well, I must be going. Give me a call whenever you need any– I mean, when you’re going by, sometime.”


In his joyful high spirits, he did the exaggerating himself, if any has been done. I have not enlarged on him.


With the above brief references to inhumation, let us leave the subject. As for me, I hope to be cremated. I made that remark to my pastor once, who said, with what he seemed to think was an impressive manner—


“I wouldn’t worry about that, if I had your chances.”


Much he knew about it– the family all so opposed to it.
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IT WAS IN THE EARLY DAYS. I was not a college professor then. I was a humble-minded young land-surveyor, with the world before me– to survey, in case anybody wanted it done. I had a contract to survey a route for a great mining-ditch in California, and I was on my way thither, by sea – a three or four weeks’ voyage. There were a good many passengers, but I had very little to say to them; reading and dreaming were my passions, and I avoided conversation in order to indulge these appetites. There were three professional gamblers on board– rough, repulsive fellows. I never had any talk with them, yet I could not help seeing them with some frequency, for they gambled in an upper-deck stateroom every day and night, and in my promenades I often had glimpses of them through their door, which stood a little ajar to let out the surplus tobacco smoke and profanity. They were an evil and hateful presence, but I had to put up with it, of course,


There was one other passenger who fell under my eye a good deal, for he seemed determined to be friendly with me, and I could not have gotten rid of him without running some chance of hurting his feelings, and I was far from wishing to do that. Besides, there was something engaging in his countrified simplicity and his beaming good-nature. The first time I saw this Mr. John Backus, I guessed, from his clothes and his looks, that he was a grazier or farmer from the backwoods of some western State– doubtless Ohio– and afterward when he dropped into his personal history and I discovered that he was a cattle-raiser from interior Ohio, I was so pleased with my own penetration that I warmed toward him for verifying my instinct.


He got to dropping alongside me every day, after breakfast, to help me make my promenade; and so, in the course of time, his easy-working jaw had told me everything about his business, his prospects, his family, his relatives, his politics– in fact everything that concerned a Backus, living or dead. And meantime I think he had managed to get out of me everything I knew about my trade, my tribe, my purposes, my prospects, and myself. He was a gentle and persuasive genius, and this thing showed it; for I was not given to talking about my matters. I said something about triangulation, once; the stately word pleased his ear; he inquired what it meant; I explained; after that he quietly and inoffensively ignored my name, and always called me Triangle.


What an enthusiast he was in cattle! At the bare name of a bull or a cow, his eye would light and his eloquent tongue would turn itself loose. As long as I would walk and listen, he would walk and talk; he knew all breeds, he loved all breeds, he caressed them all with his affectionate tongue. I tramped along in voiceless misery whilst the cattle question was up; when I could endure it no longer, I used to deftly insert a scientific topic into the conversation; then my eye fired and his faded; my tongue fluttered, his stopped; life was a joy to me, and a sadness to him.


One day he said, a little hesitatingly, and with somewhat of diffidence:


“Triangle, would you mind coming down to my stateroom a minute, and have a little talk on a certain matter?”


I went with him at once. Arrived there, he put his head out, glanced up and down the saloon warily, then closed the door and locked it. He sat down on the sofa, and he said:


“I’m a-going to make a little proposition to you, and if it strikes you favorable, it’ll be a middling good thing for both of us. You ain’t a-going out to Californy for fun, nuther am I– it’s business, ain’t that so? Well, you can do me a good turn, and so can I you, if we see fit. I’ve raked and scraped and saved, a considerable many years, and I’ve got it all here.” He unlocked an old hair trunk, tumbled a chaos of shabby clothes aside, and drew a short stout bag into view for a moment, then buried it again and relocked the trunk. Dropping his voice to a cautious low tone, he continued, “She’s all there– a round ten thousand dollars in yellow-boys; now this is my little idea: What I don’t know about raising cattle, ain’t worth knowing. There’s mints of money in it, in Californy. Well, I know, and you know, that all along a line that’s being surveyed, there’s little dabs of land that they call ‘gores,’ that fall to the surveyor free gratis for nothing. All you’ve got to do, on your side, is to survey in such a way that the ‘gores’ will fall on good fat land, then you turn ’em over to me, I stock ’em with cattle, in rolls the cash, I plank out your share of the dollars regular, right along, and—”


I was sorry to wither his blooming enthusiasm, but it could not be helped. I interrupted, and said severely—


“I am not that kind of a surveyor. Let us change the subject, Mr. Backus.”


It was pitiful to see his confusion and hear his awkward and shamefaced apologies. I was as much distressed as he was– especially as he seemed so far from having suspected that there was anything improper in his proposition. So I hastened to console him and lead him on to forget his mishap in a conversational orgy about cattle and butchery. We were lying at Acapulco; and, as we went on deck, it happened luckily that the crew were just beginning to hoist some beeves aboard in slings. Backus’s melancholy vanished instantly, and with it the memory of his late mistake.


“Now only look at that!” cried he; “My goodness, Triangle, what would they say to it in Ohio. Wouldn’t their eyes bug out, to see ’em handled like that?– wouldn’t they, though?”


All the passengers were on deck to look– even the gamblers– and Backus knew them all, and had afflicted them all with his pet topic. As I moved away, I saw one of the gamblers approach and accost him; then another of them; then the third. I halted; waited; watched; the conversation continued between the four men; it grew earnest; Backus drew gradually away; the gamblers followed, and kept at his elbow. I was uncomfortable. However, as they passed me presently, I heard Backus say, with a tone of persecuted annoyance:


“But it ain’t any use, gentlemen; I tell you again, as I’ve told you a half a dozen times before, I warn’t raised to it, and I ain’t a-going to resk it.”


I felt relieved. “His level head will be his sufficient protection,” I said to myself.


During the fortnight’s run from Acapulco to San Francisco I several times saw the gamblers talking earnestly with Backus, and once I threw out a gentle warning to him. He chuckled comfortably and said:


“Oh, yes! they tag around after me considerable– want me to play a little, just for amusement, they say– but laws-a-me, if my folks have told me once to look out for that sort of live-stock, they’ve told me a thousand times, I reckon.”


By-and-bye, in due course, we were approaching San Francisco. It was an ugly black night, with a strong wind blowing, but there was not much sea. I was on deck, alone. Toward ten I started below. A figure issued from the gamblers’ den, and disappeared in the darkness. I experienced a shock, for I was sure it was Backus. I flew down the companion-way, looked about for him, could not find him, then returned to the deck just in time to catch a glimpse of him as he re-entered that confounded nest of rascality. Had he yielded at last? I feared it. What had he gone below for?– His bag of coin? Possibly. I drew near the door, full of bodings. It was a-crack, and I glanced in and saw a sight that made me bitterly wish I had given my attention to saving my poor cattle-friend, instead of reading and dreaming my foolish time away. He was gambling. Worse still, he was being plied with champagne, and was already showing some effect from it. He praised the “cider,” as he called it, and said now that he had got a taste of it he almost believed he would drink it if it was spirits, it was so good and so ahead of anything he had ever run across before. Surreptitious smiles, at this, passed from one rascal to another, and they filled all the glasses, and whilst Backus honestly drained his to the bottom they pretended to do the same, but threw the wine over their shoulders.


I could not bear the scene, so I wandered forward and tried to interest myself in the sea and the voices of the wind. But no, my uneasy spirit kept dragging me back at quarter-hour intervals; and always I saw Backus drinking his wine– fairly and squarely, and the others throwing theirs away. It was the painfullest night I ever spent.


The only hope I had was that we might reach our anchorage with speed– that would break up the game. I helped the ship along all I could with my prayers. At last we went booming through the Golden Gate, and my pulses leaped for joy. I hurried back to that door and glanced in. Alas, there was small room for hope– Backus’s eyes were heavy and bloodshot, his sweaty face was crimson, his speech maudlin and thick, his body sawed drunkenly about with the weaving motion of the ship. He drained another glass to the dregs, whilst the cards were being dealt.


He took his hand, glanced at it, and his dull eyes lit up for a moment. The gamblers observed it, and showed their gratification by hardly perceptible signs.


“How many cards?”


“None!” said Backus.


One villain– named Hank Wiley– discarded one card, the others three each. The betting began. Heretofore the bets had been trifling– a dollar or two; but Backus started off with an eagle now, Wiley hesitated a moment, then “saw it” and “went ten dollars better.” The other two threw up their hands.


Backus went twenty better. Wiley said,


“I see that, and go you a hundred better!” then smiled and reached for the money.


“Let it alone,” said Backus, with drunken gravity.


“What! you mean to say you’re going to cover it?”


“Cover it? Well, I reckon I am– and lay another hundred on top of it, too.”


He reached down inside his overcoat and produced the required sum.


“Oh, that’s your little game, is it? I see your raise, and raise it five hundred!” said Wiley.


“Five hundred better.” said the foolish bull-driver, and pulled out the amount and showered it on the pile. The three conspirators hardly tried to conceal their exultation.


All diplomacy and pretense were dropped now, and the sharp exclamations came thick and fast, and the yellow pyramid grew higher and higher. At last ten thousand dollars lay in view. Wiley cast a bag of coin on the table, and said with mocking gentleness—


“Five thousand dollars better, my friend from the rural districts– what do you say now?”


“I call you!” said Backus, heaving his golden shot-bag on the pile. “What have you got?”


“Four kings, you d– – d fool!” and Wiley threw down his cards and surrounded the stakes with his arms.


“Four aces, you ass!” thundered Backus, covering his man with a cocked revolver. “I’m a professional gambler myself, and I’ve been laying for you duffers all this voyage!”


Down went the anchor, rumbledy-dum-dum! and the long trip was ended.


Well– well, it is a sad world. One of the three gamblers was Backus’s “pal.” It was he that dealt the fateful hands. According to an understanding with the two victims, he was to have given Backus four queens, but alas, he didn’t.


A week later, I stumbled upon Backus– arrayed in the height of fashion– in Montgomery Street. He said, cheerily, as we were parting:


“Ah, by-the-way, you needn’t mind about those gores. I don’t really know anything about cattle, except what I was able to pick up in a week’s apprenticeship over in Jersey just before we sailed. My cattle-culture and cattle-enthusiasm have served their turn– I shan’t need them any more.”
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IFOUND THE HALF-FORGOTTEN Southern intonations and elisions as pleasing to my ear as they had formerly been. A Southerner talks music. At least it is music to me, but then I was born in the South. The educated Southerner has no use for an r, except at the beginning of a word. He says “honah,” and “dinnah,” and “Gove’nuh,” and “befo’ the waw,” and so on. The words may lack charm to the eye, in print, but they have it to the ear. When did the r disappear from Southern speech, and how did it come to disappear? The custom of dropping it was not borrowed from the North, nor inherited from England. Many Southerners– most Southerners– put a y into occasional words that begin with the k sound. For instance, they say Mr. K’yahtah (Carter) and speak of playing k’yahds or of riding in the k’yahs. And they have the pleasant custom– long ago fallen into decay in the North– of frequently employing the respectful “Sir.” Instead of the curt Yes, and the abrupt No, they say “Yes, Suh,” “No, Suh.”


But there are some infelicities. Such as “like” for “as,” and the addition of an “at” where it isn’t needed. I heard an educated gentleman say, “Like the flag-officer did.” His cook or his butler would have said, “Like the flag-officer done.” You hear gentlemen say, “Where have you been at?” And here is the aggravated form– heard a ragged street Arab say it to a comrade: “I was a-ask’n’ Tom whah you was a-sett’n’ at.” The very elect carelessly say “will” when they mean “shall”; and many of them say, “I didn’t go to do it,” meaning “I didn’t mean to do it.” The Northern word “guess”– imported from England, where it used to be common, and now regarded by satirical Englishmen as a Yankee original– is but little used among Southerners. They say “reckon.” They haven’t any “doesn’t” in their language; they say “don’t” instead. The unpolished often use “went” for “gone.” It is nearly as bad as the Northern “hadn’t ought.” This reminds me that a remark of a very peculiar nature was made here in my neighborhood (in the North) a few days ago: “He hadn’t ought to have went.” How is that? Isn’t that a good deal of a triumph? One knows the orders combined in this half- breed’s architecture without inquiring: one parent Northern, the other Southern. To-day I heard a schoolmistress ask, “Where is John gone?” This form is so common– so nearly universal, in fact– that if she had used “whither” instead of “where,” I think it would have sounded like an affectation.


We picked up one excellent word– a word worth traveling to New Orleans to get; a nice limber, expressive, handy word– “lagniappe.” They pronounce it lanny-yap. It is Spanish– so they said. We discovered it at the head of a column of odds and ends in the Picayune, the first day; heard twenty people use it the second; inquired what it meant the third; adopted it and got facility in swinging it the fourth. It has a restricted meaning, but I think the people spread it out a little when they choose. It is the equivalent of the thirteenth roll in a “baker’s dozen.” It is something thrown in, gratis, for good measure. The custom originated in the Spanish quarter of the city. When a child or a servant buys something in a shop– or even the mayor or the governor, for aught I know– he finishes the operation by saying—


“Give me something for lagniappe.”


The shopman always responds; gives the child a bit of licorice-root, gives the servant a cheap cigar or a spool of thread, gives the governor– I don’t know what he gives the governor; support, likely.


When you are invited to drink, and this does occur now and then in New Orleans– and you say, “What, again?– no, I’ve had enough;” the other party says, “But just this one time more– this is for lagniappe.” When the beau perceives that he is stacking his compliments a trifle too high, and sees by the young lady’s countenance that the edifice would have been better with the top compliment left off, he puts his “I beg pardon– no harm intended,” into the briefer form of “Oh, that’s for lagniappe.” If the waiter in the restaurant stumbles and spills a gill of coffee down the back of your neck, he says “For lagniappe, sah,” and gets you another cup without extra charge.
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Sacramento Daily Record-Union

March 25, 1885


Mark Twain Clears Up the Mystery.


The Plaster Casts Now at the Loan Exhibition Become Legislative History.



The exposé and historical reminiscences of Mark Twain concerning the Carson fossil footprints– plaster casts of which are now displayed at the Loan Exhibition in this city– will be read with interest. Mark Twain knows all about these footprints– was there, and tells it as follows:






IT MAY BE ALL VERY WELL for Professor Marsh and Professor Harkness to talk their scientific talk about the Carson footprints, and try to saddle them onto the Primeval Man, the Irish Elk, and others who are gone and cannot now defend themselves; it may he all very well, I say, and entertaining, and within the just limits of scientific slander and research, but it is not moral. For I know the cold facts about the footprints, and I know they were not made by the Primeval Man, or the Irish Elk, or any of that sect; they were made by the first Nevada Territorial Legislature, and I was there when it was done.


It was done at the time of the sine die adjournment. It had rained rain all the evening outside, and it had rained whisky all the evening inside– inside the fence, I mean, for there were no buildings in that early day– and neither you nor a much older man could have told on which side of the fence the weather was the most inclement. I was on both sides of it, and sometimes on it for a brief, uncertain season, and I couldn’t tell. The footprint quarry, where that legislature sat– stood, while they could, I mean– was a dry alkali flat with a fence around it, when the rain began; just a dry alkali flat, containing a fence-full of dry honorable alkalied flats from all over the Territory; and in three hours that first-mentioned flat was absolutely soaked, to a depth of three inches; and the others all the way through. I make no exceptions; I mean all. I was there, and I know. So the place was just become a regular marsh, full of irregular marshes, so to speak– meaning the Legislature. Meaning the Legislature, but intending no disrespect. And when the weather moderated so that one could venture outside– outside the fence– these latter adjourned. They adjourned, in the usual form– form used by Territorial Legislatures of that day– the Speaker bringing down his gavel on the head of the member mistaken by these scientists for the Irish Elk– which he, the Speaker, mistook for a fence-post– and thus, as you see, is the gloom and sorrow of a double error spread over this moldering historic incident– and said– common time, four beats to the measure, that is to say, four hiccoughs to the sentence: “The modder having weatherated,” and so on, in a similar strain, till he got through. I remember it as if it were but yesterday. Thus dissolved, they departed thence.


It was then that they made the tracks. They couldn’t help making them; for the place was a marsh, as I was telling you. I saw it done, for I was there. I was there, and shall now cast upon this pale dim void of scientific conjecture the lurid glare of history. I was there and I saw them march. The Primeval Man was absent; the Irish Elk did not arrive; the Cave Bear responded not to the summons; the Old Silurian Ass got left. The menagerie was wholly local. Part of it I saw, and the rest of it I was. This is history; this is cold history; and history cannot lie.


The Speaker went first, He made the large tracks– the ones that are eight inches broad and eighteen inches long, and resemble the footprint of a champagne basket, He was a prime man in two or three ways, and evil in forty; but he was not the Primeval Man, just the same; reflect upon this. I was there; I was there all the time; and I knew him well. He made the large tracks. And he did it without an effort. He could have done it with one hand tied behind him. He said so himself; he didn’t tell me so, but he told others so, though I knew him well. His name was Welsh; either Welsh or Sanders. I don’t remember which, but it was a name that sounded like those. He was a rancher; kept a ranch; cattle ranch; and did not wear shoes, such not being his custom, though a praying man from his mother’s knee. And always when he went forth ranching with all his might into the pasture amongst the cattle, there was much hay and straw lying scattered about, and with it much other material– material of a plastic nature; mud, to wit: acres of it; and this material and the straw did of a truth and by custom combine and form unto him uncreated sandals, as you may say– uncreated because not projected by volition nor wrought by art– nay, they were but the cumulative achievement of time– that is to say, time and patient neglect. And as the prosperous years rolled on, his sandals waxed, and gathered grace and style, and also magnitude and majesty; insomuch that the footprint of him was like to the footprint of a hogshead which is upended in the snow. And he became a legislator, and also a Speaker. But there was jealousy because of the splendor of his attainments in the field; there was rancor because of the sublimity of his sandals. And, besides, there was not room; for the alkali flat was circumscribed in area, and he unjustly occupied space proper and sufficient for the representation of several counties; also, he trod upon the feet of distant members. Those near at hand could see the danger, and avoid it; but those who were further removed, having no warning, his step being noiseless, like to that of the stealthy and cushioned cat, suffered. Yet his intentions were pure; he did these things inadvertently– usually while absorbed in thought concerning the national debt.


So, charges were brought against him, and he was indicted, tried, and condemned, as an obstructionist. The verdict was confirmed by the appellate Courts in succession, by Congress also, and finally by the United States Supreme Court, sitting in bank, or chambers, or somewhere, and this latter condemned him to cut his sandals down to eight inches broad and eighteen inches long, with costs; and thus it was with these reduced powers, these diminished capacities, that he made the now world-renowned footprints for the Primeval Man. But suppose he had had a chance to do some fossil tracks for the benefit of science before they trimmed his golden slippers? Which one of the late lamented would they have laid them on? But that is not vital to my theme– they’d have found a fossil to fit them, I judge.


Such is history; and thus is the Primeval Man vindicated, struck from the roster, and dismissed from further service in this conflict. I now proceed to dispose of the rest of those myths. If I were gone, and the treasury of history with me, they yet could not stand; for even the scientific theory that gave them being would be also their destruction. Because it locates them back at the Old Red Sandstone Period. There were no Irish in the Old Red Sandstone Period. The Irish are a comparatively recent formation. They belong in the Old Blue Grindstone Tertiary, and are there confined to the stratified rocks of the post-pliocene alluvium and upper pentamerous limestone. The assertion of Hugh Miller and other early observers, that traces of them are discoverable discovered in the Jurassic deposits of the Carboniferous Chalks, between the median layer of old basaltic gneiss and the marsupial crinoids of the Paleozoic Conglomerate, was regarded with suspicion at the time, and is now known to have been wholly bituminous. Now, then, we come to the point. If those footprints belong to the Old Red Sandstone Period, what becomes of your Irish Elk? What was he doing there, when there weren’t any Irish yet? Answer me that. Crack me that nut, Messieurs Marsh and Harkness– and pray let us have no scientific folderol about it. Let us have a square deal just this once. The case is simple: I see your geological blunder, and go you a geological fact better– now call me, if you can. Then we’ll draw three apiece and double the pot. I think nobody can offer fairer than that.


And so I have disposed of the Irish Elk– as I look at it. Now we come to the Cave Bear. What is his period? He belongs among the talcose hornblendes of the Post-Tertiary Devonian, along with the thecodont saurians, cryptogamous batrachians, and other gold-bearing rocks of the Azoic age; and there isn’t a trace of him to be found anywhere else for money. Then what is he doing out there among the Old Red Sandstone schist? Why, honored sirs, when he died out of the world for good and all, there wasn’t enough old red sandstone in it to make a whetstone out of. It hadn’t begun to deposit yet. And another thing: the Cave Bear couldn’t have lived in Nevada anyway, for there isn’t a cave in it, from one end of it to the other– except the comparatively recent ones in the mines, and perhaps here and there in the mining stocks. Too recent to do him any good, or hardly anybody else.


This disposes of the Cave Bear– as I look at it. Now, the same arguments that dispose of the Irish Elk and the Cave Bear dispose also of the Old Silurian Ass; for they trained together. They were of the same general breed of mammals, and were the only mollusks that were able to hold their own against the Megatherium, the Ichthyosaurus, and other flesh-eating birds of the birdo-reptilian period, and did it then only through that vigilance which is the price of liberty, and that union in which is strength. All honor to the brave!


Now then– enough of that. Let conjecture stand aside, and history go to the bat. For I was there myself, and I know. The tracks which have been attributed to the Irish Elk were not made by an Irish Elk at all; they were made by an Irish bricklayer– named Stephen McGinnis. Member of the Legislature. I knew him perfectly well. He had a hoof; hoof like a cow’s. It was a birth-mark. He was a high-tempered man, and very handy with his birth-mark. And is even now at this minute after the scientists– and they will see. Even the elect may not call Stephen McGinniss an Irish Elk with impunity, nor misinterpret his footsteps in a spirit of scientific wantonness. These are truths, these are facts: in a word, history. For I was there.


Little remains to be said. Only this: The Cave Bear tracks were made by Mr. R. M. Daggett, now grown honorably famous in other walks of life, but still depositing the same identical track to this day, let us freely believe, when he goeth unshod– as was the sternly simple custom of the pioneer legislator of the Territory of Nevada, in a day when virtuous endeavor was held above the comfort of the body, and godliness above meretricious gauds of fashion.


The tracks attributed to the Old Silurian Ass, were not made by the Old Silurian Ass. I made them myself. I made them myself, and I am not an Old Silurian Ass. I may be some kind of an ass, and some observers have held the theory that I was and am; but I am not an Old Silurian Ass. I made those tracks; and I make the same track now; and it appears that even an expert cannot tell it from an Old Silurian Ass’ track, and neither can I, for that matter; but it is not an Old Silurian Ass’ track, just the same, any more than I am an Old Silurian Ass; yet the person who calls the track out yonder an Old Silurian Ass’ track, does in effect call me an Old Silurian Ass, by reason that I made that track. And it must not he repeated. For I have my feelings, as well as another; and the man that calls me an Old Silurian Ass, and proves it, shall not go out of this world alive. I have said it. The language may be intemperate, but the provocation is great.


These scientists are in an ill-concealed sweat because they cannot tell why there are so many tracks, and all going one way, all going north. It was a large Legislature, dear sirs, and the saloon was north. This is history, not conjecture. For I was there– in person.


And they cannot divine why the Primeval Man took such short steps, yet with so little lateral spread. Think of the feet he carried; also remember his condition; of course a person could not spread laterally, in his condition, as deftly as he could formerly, when sober; necessarily he would spread laterally, formerly, but not latterly, the conditions being reversed, you see. This seems simple. Also unanswerable.


And they are perturbed because they cannot tell why the tracks are so confused, and move in such subtly sinuous curves. Listen, then; I will explain this also. It is a law of nature that whisky cannot be conveyed in straight lines except in buckets. A Legislature never uses buckets, man.


I am done.


Such is history. Such are the Carson Footprints: They are not fossiliferous, they are legislative; they are uniform, they are identical with the tracks deposited by all adjourning Legislatures. In the West, I mean. Let us have peace.







54Remarkable Gold Mines




IHAVE JUST SEEN your dispatch from San Francisco in Saturday’s Evening Post about gold in solution in Calistoga Springs, and about the proprietor having extracted $1600 in gold of the utmost fineness from ten barrels of water, during the past fortnight, by a process known only to himself.


This will surprise many of your readers, but it does not surprise me, for I once owned those springs myself. What does surprise me, however, is the falling off in richness of the water. In my time, the yield was a dollar a dipperful. I am not saying this to injure the property in case a sale is contemplated. I am saying it in the interest of history. It may be that this hotel proprietor’s process may be an inferior one. Yes, that may be the fault. Mine was to take my uncle ( I had an extra at that time, on account of his parents dying and leaving him on my hands) and fill him up and let him stand fifteen minutes, to give the water a chance to settle. Well, then I insert him in an exhausted receiver, which had the effect of sucking gold out through his pores. I have taken more than $11,000 out of that old man in a day and a half.


I should have held on to those springs but for the badness of the roads and the difficulty of getting the gold to market. I consider that the gold-yielding water is in many respects remarkable, and yet no more remarkable than the gold-bearing air of Catgut Cañon, up there toward the head of the auriferous range This air or this wind, for it is a kind of trade wind which blows steadily down through 600 miles of the richest quartz croppings during an hour and a quarter every day, except Sundays, is heavily charged with exquisitely fine, impalpable gold. Nothing precipitates and solidifies this gold so readily as contact with human flesh heated hy passion. The time that William Abrahams was disappointed in love he used to step out doors when that wind was blowing, and come in again and begin to sigh, and I would extract over a dollar and a half out of every sigh. He sighed right along, and the time that John Harbison and Aleck Norton quarreled about Harbison’s dog they stood there swearing at each other all they knew how– and what they didn’t know about swearing they couldn’t learn from you and me, not by a good deal– and at the end of every three or four minutes had to stop and make a dividend– if they didn’t their jaws would clog up so that they couldn’t get the big nine-syllabled ones out at all– and when the wind was done blowing they cleaned up just a little over sixteen hundred dollars apiece. I know these facts to be absolutely true, because I got them from a man whose mother I knew personally. I do not suppose a person could buy a water privilege at Calistoga now at any price; but several good locations along the course of the Catgut Cañon Gold-Bearing Trade-Wind are for sale. They are going to be stocked for the New York market.







55What Ought He to Have Done?


(On the Government of Children)




Editor Christian Union:


I have just finished reading the admirably told tale entitled “What Ought He to Have Done?” in your No. 24, and I wish to take a chance at that question myself before I cool off. What a happy literary gift that mother has!– and yet, with all her brains, she manifestly thinks there is a difficult conundrum concealed in that question of hers. It makes a body’s blood boil to read her story!


I am a fortunate person, who has been for thirteen years accustomed, daily and hourly, to the charming companionship of thoroughly well-behaved, well-trained, well-governed children. Never mind about taking my word; ask Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe, or Charles Dudley Warner, or any other near neighbor of mine, if this is not the exact and unexaggerated truth. Very well, then, I am quite competent to answer that question of “What ought he to have done?” and I will proceed to do it by stating what he would have done, and what would have followed, if “John Senior” had been me, and his wife had been my wife, and the cub our mutual property. To wit:


When John Junior “entered the library, marched audaciously up to the desk, snatched an open letter from under his father’s busy fingers, threw it upon the floor,” and struck the ill-mannered attitude described in the succeeding paragraph, his mother would have been a good deal surprised, and also grieved: surprised that her patient training of her child to never insult anyone– even a parent– should so suddenly and strangely have fallen to ruin; and grieved that she must witness the shameful thing.


At this point John Senior– meaning me– would not have said, either “judicially” or otherwise, “Junior is a naughty boy.” No; he would have known more than this John Senior knew– for he would have known enough to keep still. He wouldn’t have aggravated a case which was already bad enough, by making any such stupid remark– stupid, unhelpful, undignified. He would have known and felt that there was one present who was quite able to deal with the case, in any stage it might assume, without any assistance from him. Yes, and there is another thing which he would have known, and does at this present writing know: that in an emergency of the sort which we are considering, he is always likely to be as thorough-going and ludicrous an ass as this John Senior proved himself to be in the little tale.


No– he would have kept still. Then the mother would have led the little boy to a private place, and taken him on her lap, and reasoned with him, and loved him out of his wrong mood, and shown him that he had mistreated one of the best and most loving friends he had in the world; and in no very long time the child would be convinced, and be sorry, and would run with eager sincerity and ask the father’s pardon. And that would be the end of the matter.


But, granting that it did not turn out in just this way, but that the child grew stubborn, and stood out against reasoning and affection. In that case, a whipping would be promised. That would have a prompt effect upon the child’s state of mind; for it would know, with its mature two years’ experience, that no promise of any kind was ever made to a child in our house and not rigidly kept. So this child would quiet down at this point, become repentant, loving, reasonable; in a word, its own charming self again; and would go and apologize to the father, receive his caresses, and bound away to its play, light-hearted and happy again, although well aware that at the proper time it was going to get that whipping, sure.


The “proper time” referred to is any time after both mother and child have got the sting of the original difficulty clear out of their minds and hearts, and are prepared to give and take a whipping on purely business principles– disciplinary principles– and with hearts wholly free from temper. For whippings are not given in our house for revenge; they are not given for spite, nor ever in anger; they are given partly for punishment, but mainly by way of impressive reminder, and protector against a repetition of the offense. The interval between the promise of a whipping and its infliction is usually an hour or two. By that time both parties are calm, and the one is judicial, the other receptive. The child never goes from the scene of punishment until it has been loved back into happy-heartedness and a joyful spirit. The spanking is never a cruel one, but it is always an honest one. It hurts. If it hurts the child, imagine how it must hurt the mother. Her spirit is serene, tranquil. She has not the support which is afforded by anger. Every blow she strikes the child bruises her own heart. The mother of my children adores them– there is no milder term for it; and they worship her; they even worship anything which the touch of her hand has made sacred. They know her for the best and truest friend they have ever had, or ever shall have; they know her for one who never did them a wrong, and cannot do them a wrong; who never told them a lie, nor the shadow of one; who never deceived them by even an ambiguous gesture; who never gave them an unreasonable command, nor ever contented herself with anything short of a perfect obedience; who has always treated them as politely and considerately as she would the best and oldest in the land, and has always required of them gentle speech and courteous conduct toward all, of whatsoever degree, with whom they chanced to come in contact; they know her for one whose promise, whether of reward or punishment, is gold, and always worth its face, to the uttermost farthing. In a word, they know her, and I know her, for the best and dearest mother that lives– and by a long, long way the wisest.


You perceive that I have never got down to where the mother in the tale really asks her question. For the reason that I cannot realize the situation. The spectacle of that treacherously-reared boy, and that wordy, namby-pamby father, and that weak, namby-pamby mother, is enough to make one ashamed of his species. And if I could cry, I would cry for the fate of that poor little boy– a fate which has cruelly placed him in the hands and at the mercy of a pair of grown up children, to have his disposition ruined, to come up ungoverned, and be a nuisance to himself and everybody about him, in the process, instead of being the solacer of care, the disseminator of happiness, the glory and honor and joy of the house, the welcomest face in all the world to them that gave him being– as he ought to be, was sent to be, and would be, but for the hard fortune that flung him into the clutches of these paltering incapables.


In all my life I have never made a single reference to my wife in print before, as far as I can remember, except once in the dedication of a book; and, so, after these fifteen years of silence, perhaps I may unseal my lips this one time without impropriety or indelicacy. I will institute one other novelty: I will send this manuscript to the press without her knowledge, and without asking her to edit it. This will save it from getting edited into the stove.


Mark Twain.







56Wanted– a Universal Tinker




IN SOME OF OUR CITIES the introduction of the French eight-day clock created a new occupation– that of general clock-winder. Householders found that their clocks required a good deal of setting, and regulating, and encouraging, and scolding, and winding; so a score of them would club together and hire a man to call around once a week and do all of these things. This made the French clock endurable, and life went smoothly on again.


Good modern houses are now so elaborate, that what we sorely need is an expansion of the clock-winder idea; that is to say, there is room for a new occupation– that of Universal Tinker. Nearly every day in the year, in a large dwelling-house, you will find a mechanic of some sort at work. Today a slater is renewing a slate on the roof; tomorrow a plumber will be renewing a washer in a bath-tub; yesterday a joiner was adding a shelf in the china closet. These men must be paid one or two dollars apiece for service worth from ten to fifty cents. The Universal Tinker– under a regular salary of three dollars a month, paid to him by each of forty or fifty householders along a street or in a neighborhood– would have done the three jobs in an hour, and the expense to you would be nothing but his trifle of wages and the trifle of material he would use.


At first the Universal Tinker would be pretty busy– until he got your house in ship-shape everywhere; after that he would become largely a preventer of mischief, by watching for it and checking it before it got a fair start; and so, as a rule, ten minutes a day would be all the time he would need to spend there. And what rest and peace he would give you after all these years of fretting and harassment!


The coming benefactor– the Universal Tinker– will do such things as these for you, to-wit:



Put in window-panes.


Mend gas-leaks.


Keep the waste-pipe and other water-pipe joints tight.


Make periodical search for sewer-gas and head it off, instead of waiting for an unaccountable death in the family to suggest possible sewer-gas and an examination.


Watch the zinc and things in the electric bell batteries, and renew them; add water before the water gets out; reinforce the strength of the sal ammoniac while it yet has some strength to reinforce.


Find out why a certain door or a certain window won’t go on the burglar alarm, and apply the remedy.


Find out why the alarm clock persists in taking the alarm off the house in the night and in putting it on in the daytime, and cure the defect.


Keep all the clocks in the house in repair, properly set, and going.


Mend roof-leaks, with slates, tin, or shingles.


Glue the children’s broken toys, especially those costly French dolls whose heads are always coming off, and whose parts have to be sent all the way to New York to be fixed together again.


Paint newly inserted joints of tin eaves-pipes the color of the rest of the pipe. The tinner never does that, but leaves a three-minute two-dollar job for the painter.


Glue and otherwise repair the havoc done upon furniture and carved wood by the furnace heat.


Keep the cats out of the cold-air boxes, and put wire netting over the box-ends.


Pack water-pipes in sawdust, where the thoughtful plumber has left them a chance to freeze.


Silence the skreaking door-hinges with soap or oil.


Jack-plane the edges of doors that won’t shut.


Reset door-lock sockets which have become too high up or too low down by the settling of the house-walls.


Supply lost door-keys.


Fix the window-catches so they will catch.


Correct obstinate sashes that refuse to slide up and down.


Readjust window-ropes that have gotten out of the pulleys and won’t work.


Put up a shelf here and there where it is wanted.


Repair the crumbling chimney-tops from year to year.


Dig up and repair the earthenware drains now and then.


From time to time unchoke the pipes that drain the roof.


Level the billiard table and tighten the screws.


Put a dab of paint or putty or something here and there where needed.




Any bright, handy fellow can learn to do all of these things in a little while. The writer knows a householder who does them all, and is entirely self-taught. The Universal Tinker could earn eighteen hundred dollars a year, be idle an hour or two a day, and save you five hundred dollars a year at an expense not worth mentioning.


X. Y. Z.







57Getting Sivilized


From Adventures of Huckleberry Finn




THE WIDOW SHE CRIED over me, and called me a poor lost lamb, and she called me a lot of other names, too, but she never meant no harm by it. She put me in them new clothes again, and I couldn’t do nothing but sweat and sweat, and feel all cramped up. Well, then, the old thing commenced again. The widow rung a bell for supper, and you had to come to time. When you got to the table you couldn’t go right to eating, but you had to wait for the widow to tuck down her head and grumble a little over the victuals, though there warn’t really anything the matter with them,– that is, nothing only everything was cooked by itself. In a barrel of odds and ends it is different; things get mixed up, and the juice kind of swaps around, and the things go better.


After supper she got out her book and learned me about Moses and the Bulrushers, and I was in a sweat to find out all about him; but by and by she let it out that Moses had been dead a considerable long time; so then I didn’t care no more about him, because I don’t take no stock in dead people.


Pretty soon I wanted to smoke, and asked the widow to let me. But she wouldn’t. She said it was a mean practice and wasn’t clean, and I must try to not do it any more. That is just the way with some people. They get down on a thing when they don’t know nothing about it. Here she was a-bothering about Moses, which was no kin to her, and no use to anybody, being gone, you see, yet finding a power of fault with me for doing a thing that had some good in it. And she took snuff, too; of course that was all right, because she done it herself.


Her sister, Miss Watson, a tolerable slim old maid, with goggles on, had just come to live with her, and took a set at me now with a spelling-book. She worked me middling hard for about an hour, and then the widow made her ease up. I couldn’t stood it much longer. Then for an hour it was deadly dull, and I was fidgety. Miss Watson would say, “Don’t put your feet up there, Huckleberry;” and “Don’t scrunch up like that, Huckleberry– set up straight;” and pretty soon she would say, “Don’t gap and stretch like that, Huckleberry– why don’t you try to behave?” Then she told me all about the bad place, and I said I wished I was there. She got mad then, but I didn’t mean no harm. All I wanted was to go somewheres; all I wanted was a change, I warn’t particular. She said it was wicked to say what I said; said she wouldn’t say it for the whole world; she was going to live so as to go to the good place. Well, I couldn’t see no advantage in going where she was going, so I made up my mind I wouldn’t try for it. But I never said so, because it would only make trouble, and wouldn’t do no good.


Now she had got a start, and she went on and told me all about the good place. She said all a body would have to do there was to go around all day long with a harp and sing, forever and ever. So I didn’t think much of it. But I never said so. I asked her if she reckoned Tom Sawyer would go there, and she said not by a considerable sight. I was glad about that, because I wanted him and me to be together.







58The Grangerford’s House


From Adventures of Huckleberry Finn




IT WAS a mighty nice family, and a mighty nice house, too. I hadn’t seen no house out in the country before that was so nice and had so much style. It didn’t have an iron latch on the front door, nor a wooden one with a buckskin string, but a brass knob to turn, the same as houses in town. There warn’t no bed in the parlor, nor a sign of a bed; but heaps of parlors in towns has beds in them. There was a big fireplace that was bricked on the bottom, and the bricks was kept clean and red by pouring water on them and scrubbing them with another brick; sometimes they wash them over with red water-paint that they call Spanish-brown, same as they do in town. They had big brass dog-irons that could hold up a saw-log. There was a clock on the middle of the mantelpiece, with a picture of a town painted on the bottom half of the glass front, and a round place in the middle of it for the sun, and you could see the pendulum swinging behind it. It was beautiful to hear that clock tick; and sometimes when one of these peddlers had been along and scoured her up and got her in good shape, she would start in and strike a hundred and fifty before she got tuckered out. They wouldn’t took any money for her.


Well, there was a big outlandish parrot on each side of the clock, made out of something like chalk, and painted up gaudy. By one of the parrots was a cat made of crockery, and a crockery dog by the other; and when you pressed down on them they squeaked, but didn’t open their mouths nor look different nor interested. They squeaked through underneath. There was a couple of big wild-turkey-wing fans spread out behind those things. On the table in the middle of the room was a kind of a lovely crockery basket that had apples and oranges and peaches and grapes piled up in it, which was much redder and yellower and prettier than real ones is, but they warn’t real because you could see where pieces had got chipped off and showed the white chalk, or whatever it was, underneath.


This table had a cover made out of beautiful oilcloth, with a red and blue spread-eagle painted on it, and a painted border all around. It come all the way from Philadelphia, they said. There was some books, too, piled up perfectly exact, on each corner of the table. One was a big family Bible full of pictures. One was Pilgrim’s Progress, about a man that left his family, it didn’t say why. I read considerable in it now and then. The statements was interesting, but tough. Another was Friendship’s Offering, full of beautiful stuff and poetry; but I didn’t read the poetry. Another was Henry Clay’s Speeches, and another was Dr. Gunn’s Family Medicine, which told you all about what to do if a body was sick or dead. There was a hymn book, and a lot of other books. And there was nice split-bottom chairs, and perfectly sound, too– not bagged down in the middle and busted, like an old basket.


They had pictures hung on the walls– mainly Washingtons and Lafayettes, and battles, and Highland Marys, and one called “Signing the Declaration.” There was some that they called crayons, which one of the daughters which was dead made her own self when she was only fifteen years old. They was different from any pictures I ever see before– blacker, mostly, than is common. One was a woman in a slim black dress, belted small under the armpits, with bulges like a cabbage in the middle of the sleeves, and a large black scoop-shovel bonnet with a black veil, and white slim ankles crossed about with black tape, and very wee black slippers, like a chisel, and she was leaning pensive on a tombstone on her right elbow, under a weeping willow, and her other hand hanging down her side holding a white handkerchief and a reticule, and underneath the picture it said “Shall I Never See Thee More Alas.” Another one was a young lady with her hair all combed up straight to the top of her head, and knotted there in front of a comb like a chair-back, and she was crying into a handkerchief and had a dead bird laying on its back in her other hand with its heels up, and underneath the picture it said “I Shall Never Hear Thy Sweet Chirrup More Alas.” There was one where a young lady was at a window looking up at the moon, and tears running down her cheeks; and she had an open letter in one hand with black sealing wax showing on one edge of it, and she was mashing a locket with a chain to it against her mouth, and underneath the picture it said “And Art Thou Gone Yes Thou Art Gone Alas.” These was all nice pictures, I reckon, but I didn’t somehow seem to take to them, because if ever I was down a little they always give me the fan-tods. Everybody was sorry she died, because she had laid out a lot more of these pictures to do, and a body could see by what she had done what they had lost. But I reckoned that with her disposition she was having a better time in the graveyard. She was at work on what they said was her greatest picture when she took sick, and every day and every night it was her prayer to be allowed to live till she got it done, but she never got the chance. It was a picture of a young woman in a long white gown, standing on the rail of a bridge all ready to jump off, with her hair all down her back, and looking up to the moon, with the tears running down her face, and she had two arms folded across her breast, and two arms stretched out in front, and two more reaching up towards the moon– and the idea was to see which pair would look best, and then scratch out all the other arms; but, as I was saying, she died before she got her mind made up, and now they kept this picture over the head of the bed in her room, and every time her birthday come they hung flowers on it. Other times it was hid with a little curtain. The young woman in the picture had a kind of a nice sweet face, but there was so many arms it made her look too spidery, seemed to me.


This young girl kept a scrap-book when she was alive, and used to paste obituaries and accidents and cases of patient suffering in it out of the Presbyterian Observer, and write poetry after them out of her own head. It was very good poetry. This is what she wrote about a boy by the name of Stephen Dowling Bots that fell down a well and was drownded:


Ode to Stephen Dowling Bots, Dec’d



And did young Stephen sicken,


And did young Stephen die?


And did the sad hearts thicken,


And did the mourners cry?





No; such was not the fate of


Young Stephen Dowling Bots;


Though sad hearts round him thickened,


’Twas not from sickness’ shots.





No whooping-cough did rack his frame,


Nor measles drear with spots;


Not these impaired the sacred name


Of Stephen Dowling Bots.





Despised love struck not with woe


That head of curly knots,


Nor stomach troubles laid him low,


Young Stephen Dowling Bots.





O no. Then list with tearful eye,


Whilst I his fate do tell.


His soul did from this cold world fly


By falling down a well.





They got him out and emptied him;


Alas it was too late;


His spirit was gone for to sport aloft


In the realms of the good and great.




If Emmeline Grangerford could make poetry like that before she was fourteen, there ain’t no telling what she could a done by and by. Buck said she could rattle off poetry like nothing. She didn’t ever have to stop to think. He said she would slap down a line, and if she couldn’t find anything to rhyme with it would just scratch it out and slap down another one, and go ahead. She warn’t particular; she could write about anything you choose to give her to write about just so it was sadful. Every time a man died, or a woman died, or a child died, she would be on hand with her “tribute” before he was cold. She called them tributes. The neighbors said it was the doctor first, then Emmeline, then the undertaker– the undertaker never got in ahead of Emmeline but once, and then she hung fire on a rhyme for the dead person’s name, which was Whistler. She warn’t ever the same after that; she never complained, but she kinder pined away and did not live long. Poor thing, many’s the time I made myself go up to the little room that used to be hers and get out her poor old scrap-book and read in it when her pictures had been aggravating me and I had soured on her a little. I liked all that family, dead ones and all, and warn’t going to let anything come between us. Poor Emmeline made poetry about all the dead people when she was alive, and it didn’t seem right that there warn’t nobody to make some about her now she was gone; so I tried to sweat out a verse or two myself, but I couldn’t seem to make it go somehow. They kept Emmeline’s room trim and nice, and all the things fixed in it just the way she liked to have them when she was alive, and nobody ever slept there. The old lady took care of the room herself, though there was plenty of niggers, and she sewed there a good deal and read her Bible there mostly.


Well, as I was saying about the parlor, there was beautiful curtains on the windows: white, with pictures painted on them of castles with vines all down the walls, and cattle coming down to drink. There was a little old piano, too, that had tin pans in it, I reckon, and nothing was ever so lovely as to hear the young ladies sing “The Last Link is Broken” and play “The Battle of Prague” on it. The walls of all the rooms was plastered, and most had carpets on the floors, and the whole house was whitewashed on the outside.


It was a double house, and the big open place betwixt them was roofed and floored, and sometimes the table was set there in the middle of the day, and it was a cool, comfortable place. Nothing couldn’t be better. And warn’t the cooking good, and just bushels of it too!







59On International Copyright




NO ONE DENIES the foreign author’s simple moral right to property in the product of his brain; so we may waive that feature and look at non-existent International Copyright from a combined business and statesmanship point of view, and consider whether the nation gains or loses by the present condition of the thing.


As for the business aspect, a great argument of politicians is that our people get foreign books at a cheap rate. Most unfortunately for the country, that is true: we do get cheap alien books– and not of one kind only. We get all kinds– and they are distributed and devoured by the nation strictly in these proportions: an ounce of wholesome literature to a hundred tons of noxious. The ounce represents the little editions of the foreign masters in science, art, history, and philosophy required and consumed by our people; the hundred tons represent the vast editions of foreign novels consumed here– including the welcome semi-annual inundation from Zola’s sewer.


Is this an advantage to us? It certainly is, if poison is an advantage to a person; or if to teach one thing at the hearthstone, the political hustings, and in a nation’s press, and teach the opposite in the books the nation reads is profitable; or, in other words, if to hold up a national standard for admiration and emulation half of each day, and a foreign standard the other half, is profitable. The most effective way to train an impressible young mind and establish for all time its standards of fine and vulgar, right and wrong, and good and bad, is through the imagination; and the most insidious manipulator of the imagination is the felicitously written romance. The statistics of any public library will show that of every hundred books read by our people, about seventy are novels– and nine-tenths of them foreign ones. They fill the imagination with an unhealthy fascination for foreign life, with its dukes and earls and kings, its fuss and feathers, its graceful immoralities, its sugar-coated injustices and oppressions– and this fascination breeds a more or less pronounced dissatisfaction with our country and form of government, and contempt for our republican common-places and simplicities; it also breeds longings for something better, which presently crop out in diseased shams and imitations of that ideal foreign life. Hence the “dude.” Thus we have this curious spectacle: American statesmen glorifying American nationality, teaching it, preaching it, urging it, building it up– with their mouths; and undermining it and pulling it down with their acts. This is to employ an Indian nurse to suckle your child, and expect it not to drink in the Indian nature with the milk. It is to go Christian-missionarying with infidel tracts in your hands. Our average young person reads scarcely anything but novels; the citizenship and morals and predilections of the rising generation of America are largely under foreign training by foreign teachers. This condition of things is what the American statesman thinks it wise to protect and preserve– by refusing International Copyright, which would bring the national teacher to the front and push the foreign teacher to the rear. We do get cheap books through the absence of International Copyright; and any who will consider the matter thoughtfully will arrive at the conclusion that these cheap books are the costliest purchase that ever a nation made.


Mark Twain.







60A Petition to the Queen of England




Hartford,

Nov. 6, 1887


Madam:


You will remember that last May Mr. Edward Bright, the clerk of the Inland Revenue Office, wrote me about a tax which he said was due from me to the Government on books of mine published in London– that is to say, an income tax on the royalties. I do not know Mr. Bright, and it is embarrassing to me to correspond with strangers; for I was raised in the country and have always lived there, the early part in Marion county Missouri before the war, and this part in Hartford county Connecticut, near Bloomfield and about eight miles this side of Farmington, though some call it nine, which it is impossible to be, for I have walked it many and many a time in considerably under three hours, and General Hawley says he has done it in two and a quarter, which is not likely; so it has seemed best that I write your Majesty. It is true that I do not know your Majesty personally, but I have met the Lord Mayor, and if the rest of the family are like him, it is but just that it should be named royal; and likewise plain that in a family matter like this, I cannot better forward my case than to frankly carry it to the head of the family itself. I have also met the Prince of Wales once in the fall of 1873, but it was not in any familiar way, but in a quite informal way, being casual, and was of course a surprise to us both. It was in Oxford street, just where you come out of Oxford into Regent Circus, and just as he turned up one side of the circle at the head of a procession, I went down the other side on the top of an omnibus. He will remember me on account of a gray coat with flap pockets that I wore, as I was the only person on the omnibus that had on that kind of a coat; I remember him of course as easy as I would a comet. He looked quite proud and satisfied, but that is not to be wondered at, he has a good situation. And once I called on your Majesty, but you were out.


But that is no matter, it happens with everybody. However, I have wandered a little, away from what I started about. It was this way. Young Bright wrote my London publishers Chatto and Windus– their place is the one on the left as you come down Piccadilly, about a block and a half above where the minstrel show is– he wrote them that he wanted them to pay income tax on the royalties of some foreign authors, namely, “Miss De La Ramé (Ouida), Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes, Mr. Francis Bret Harte, and Mr. Mark Twain.” Well, Mr. Chatto diverted him from the others, and tried to divert him from me, but in this case he failed.


So then, young Bright wrote me. And not only that, but he sent me a printed document the size of a news paper, for me to sign, all over in different places. Well, it was that kind of a document that the more you study it the more it undermines you and makes everything seem uncertain to you; and so, while in that condition, and really not responsible for my acts, I wrote Mr. Chatto to pay the tax and charge to me. Of course my idea was, that it was for only one year, and that the tax would be only about one per cent or along there somewhere, but last night I met Professor Sloane of Princeton– you may not know him, but you have probably seen him every now and then, for he goes to England a good deal, a large man and very handsome and absorbed in thought, and if you have noticed such a man on platforms after the train is gone, that is the one, he generally gets left, like all those specialists and other scholars who know everything but how to apply it– and he said it was a back tax for three years, and no one per cent, but two and a half!


That gave what had seemed a little matter, a new aspect. I then began to study the printed document again, to see if I could find anything in it that might modify my case, and I had what seems to be a quite promising success. For instance, it opens thus– polite and courteous, the way those English government documents always are– I do not say that to hear myself talk, it is just the fact, and it is a credit:



“To Mr. Mark Twain: IN PURSUANCE of the Acts of Parliament for granting to Her Majesty Duties and Profits,” etc.




I had not noticed that before. My idea had been that it was for the Government, and so I wrote to the Government; but now I saw that it was a private matter, a family matter, and that the proceeds went to yourself, not the Government. I would always rather treat with principals, and I am glad I noticed that clause.


With a principal, one can always get at a fair and right understanding, whether it is about potatoes, or continents, or any of those things, or something entirely different; for the size or nature of the thing does not affect the fact; whereas, as a rule, a subordinate is more or less troublesome to satisfy. And yet this is not against them, but the other way. They have their duties to do, and must be harnessed to rules, and not allowed any discretion. Why if your Majesty should equip young Bright with discretion– I mean his own discretion– it is an even guess that he would discretion you out of house and home in two or three years. He would not mean to get the family into straits, but that would be the upshot, just the same. Now then, with Bright out of the way, this is not going to be any Irish question; it is going to be settled pleasantly and satisfactorily for all of us, and when it is finished your Majesty is going to stand with the American people just as you have stood for fifty years, and surely no monarch can require better than that of an alien nation. They do not all pay a British income tax, but the most of them will in time, for we have shoals of new authors coming along every year; and of the population of your Canada, upwards of four-fifths are wealthy Americans, and more going there all the time.


Well, another thing which I noticed in the Document, was an item about “Deductions.” I will come to that presently, your Majesty. And another thing was this: that Authors are not mentioned in the Document at all. No, we have “Quarries, Mines, Iron Works, Salt Springs, Alum Mines, Water Works, Canals, Docks, Drains, Levels, Fishings, Fairs, Tolls, Bridges, Ferries,” and so-forth and so-forth and so-on– well, as much as a yard or a yard and a half of them, I should think– anyway a very large quantity or number. I read along– down, and down, and down the list, further, and further, and further, and as I approached the bottom very hopes began to rise higher and higher, because I saw that everything in England, that far, was taxed by name and in detail, except perhaps the family, and maybe Parliament, and yet still no mention of Authors. Apparently they were going to be overlooked. And sure enough, they were! My heart gave a great bound. But I was too soon. There was a footnote, in Mr. Bright’s hand, which said: “You are taxed under Schedule D, section 14.” I turned to that place, and found these three things: “Trades, Offices, Gas Works.”


Of course, after a moment’s reflection, hope came up again, and then certainty: Mr. Bright was in error, and clear off the track; for Authorship is not a Trade, it is an inspiration; Authorship does not keep an Office, its habitation is all out under the sky, and everywhere where the winds are blowing and the sun is shining and the creatures of God are free. Now then, since I have no Trade and keep no Office, I am not taxable under Schedule D, section 14. Your Majesty sees that; so I will go on to that other thing that I spoke of, the “deductions”– deductions from my tax which I may get allowed, under conditions. Mr. Bright says all deductions to be claimed by me must be restricted to the provisions made in Paragraph No. 8, entitled “Wear and Tear of Machinery, or Plant.” This is curious, and shows how far he has gotten away on his wrong course after once he has got started wrong: for Offices and Trades do not have Plant, they do not have Machinery, such a thing was never heard of; and moreover they do not wear and tear. You see that, your Majesty, and that it is true. Here is the Paragraph No. 8:



Amount claimed as a deduction for diminished value by reason of Wear and Tear, where the Machinery or Plant belongs to the Person or Company carrying on the Concern, or is let to such Person or Company so that the Lessee is bound to maintain and deliver over the same in good condition:


Amount £ __________




There it is– the very words.


I could answer Mr. Bright thus:


It is my pride to say that my Brain is my Plant; and I do not claim any deduction for diminished value by reason of Wear and Tear, for the reason that it does not wear and tear, but stays sound and whole all the time. Yes, I could say to him, my Brain is my Plant, my Skull is my Workshop, my Hand is my Machinery, and I am the Person carrying on the Concern; it is not leased to anybody, and so there is no Lessee bound to maintain and deliver over the same in good condition. There. I do not wish to any way overrate this argument and answer, dashed off just so, and not a word of it altered from the way I first wrote it, your Majesty, but indeed it does seem to pulverize that young fellow, you can see that yourself. But that is all I say; I stop there; I never pursue a person after I have got him down.


Having thus shown your Majesty that I am not taxable, but am the victim of the error of a clerk who mistakes the nature of my commerce, it only remains for me to beg that you will of your justice annul my letter that I spoke of, so that my publisher can keep back that tax-money which, in the confusion and aberration caused by the Document, I ordered him to pay. You will not miss the sum, but this is a hard year for authors; and as for lectures, I do not suppose your Majesty ever saw such a dull season.


With always great, and ever increasing respect, I beg to sign myself your Majesty’s servant to command,


Mark Twain.




Her Majesty the Queen, London.







61Remembering Hawaii




NO ALIEN LAND in all the world has any deep, strong, charm for me but that one, no other land could so longingly and so beseechingly haunt me, sleeping and waking, through half a lifetime as that one has done. Other things leave me, but it abides; other things change, but it remains the same. For me its balmy airs are always blowing, its summer seas flashing in the sun, the pulsing of its surf beat is in my ear; I can see its garlanded crags, its leaping cascades, its plumy palms drowsing by its shore, its remote summits floating like islands above the cloud rack; I can feel the spirit of its woodland solitudes. I can hear the plash of its brooks; in my nostrils still lives the breath of flowers that perished twenty years ago.







62Archimedes




“Give me whereon to stand,” said Archimedes, “and I will move the earth.” The boast was a pretty safe one, for he knew quite well that the standing place was wanting, and always would be wanting. But suppose he had moved the earth, what then? What benefit would it have been to anybody?


The job would never have paid working expenses, let alone dividends, and so what was the use of talking about it? From what astronomers tell us, I should reckon that the earth moved quite fast enough already, and if there happened to be a few cranks who were dissatisfied with its rate of progress, as far as I am concerned, they might push it along for themselves; I would not move a finger or subscribe a penny piece to assist in anything of the kind.


Why such a fellow as Archimedes should be looked upon as a genius I never could understand; I never heard that he made a pile, or did anything else worth talking about. As for that last contract he took in hand, it was the worst bungle I ever knew; he undertook to keep the Romans out of Syracuse; he tried first one dodge and then another, but they got in after all, and when it came to fair fighting he was out of it altogether, a common soldier in a very business-like sort of way settling all his pretensions.


It is evident that he was an over-rated man. He was in the habit of making a lot of fuss about his screws and levers, but his knowledge of mechanics was in reality of a very limited character. I have never set up for a genius myself, but I know of a mechanical force more powerful than anything the vaunting engineer of Syracuse ever dreamed of. It is the force of land monopoly; it is a screw and lever all in one; it will screw the last penny out of a man’s pocket, and bend everything on earth to its own despotic will. Give me the private ownership of all the land, and will I move the earth? No; but I will do more. I will undertake to make slaves of all the human beings on the face of it. Not chattel slaves exactly, but slaves nevertheless. What an idiot I would be to make chattel slaves of them. I would have to find them salts and senna when they were sick, and whip them to work when they were lazy.


No, it is not good enough. Under the system I propose the fools would imagine they were all free. I would get a maximum of results, and have no responsibility whatever. They would cultivate the soil; they would dive into the bowels of the earth for its hidden treasures; they would build cities and construct railways and telegraphs; their ships would navigate the ocean; they would work and work, and invent and contrive; their warehouses would be full, their markets glutted, and:



The beauty of the whole concern would be


That everything they made would belong to me.




It would be this way, you see: As I owned all the land, they would of course, have to pay me rent. They could not reasonably expect me to allow them the use of the land for nothing. I am not a hard man, and in fixing the rent I would be very liberal with them. I would allow them, in fact, to fix it themselves. What could be fairer? Here is a piece of land, let us say, it might be a farm, it might be a building site, or it might be something else– if there was only one man who wanted it, of course he would not offer me much, but if the land be really worth anything such a circumstance is not likely to happen. On the contrary, there would be a number who would want it, and they would go on bidding and bidding one against the other, in order to get it. I should accept the highest offer– what could be fairer? Every increase of population, extension of trade, every advance in the arts and sciences would, as we all know, increase the value of land, and the competition that would naturally arise would continue to force rents upward, so much so, that in many cases the tenants would have little or nothing left for themselves.


In this case a number of those who were hard pushed would seek to borrow, and as for those who were not so hard pushed, they would, as a matter of course, get the idea into their heads that if they only had more capital they could extend their operations, and thereby make their business more profitable. Here I am again. The very man they stand in need of; a regular benefactor of my species, and always ready to oblige them. With such an enormous rent-roll I could furnish them with funds up to the full extent of the available security; they would not expect me to do more, and in the matter of interest I would be equally generous.


I would allow them to fix the rate of it themselves in precisely the same manner as they had fixed the rent. I should then have them by the wool, and if they failed in their payments it would be the easiest thing in the world to sell them out. They might bewail their lot, but business is business. They should have worked harder and been more provident. Whatever inconvenience they might suffer, it would be their concern, and not mine. What a glorious time I would have of it! Rent and interest, interest and rent, and no limit to either, excepting the ability of the workers to pay. Rents would go up and up, and they would continue to pledge and mortgage, and as they went bung, bung, one after another, it would be the finest sport ever seen. thus, from the simple leverage of land monopoly, not only the great globe itself, but everything on the face of it would eventually belong to me. I would be king and lord of all, and the rest of mankind would be my most willing slaves.


It hardly needs to be said that it would not be consistent with my dignity to associate with the common rank and file of humanity; it would not be politic to say so, but, as a matter of fact, I not only hate work but I hate those who do work, and I would not have their stinking carcasses near me at any price. High above the contemptible herd I would sit enthroned amid a circle of devoted worshippers. I would choose for myself companions after my own heart. I would deck them with ribbons and gewgaws to tickle their vanity; they would esteem it an honor to kiss my glove, and would pay homage to the very chair that I sat upon; brave men would die for me, parsons would pray for me, and bright-eyed beauty would pander to my pleasures. For the proper management of public affairs I would have a parliament, and for the preservation of law and order there would be soldiers and policemen, all sworn to serve me faithfully; their pay would not be much, but their high sense of duty would be a sufficient guarantee that they would fulfil the terms of the contract.


Outside the charmed circle of my society would be others eagerly pressing forward in the hope of sharing my favors; outside of these would be others again who would be forever seeking to wriggle themselves into the ranks of those in front of them, and so on, outward and downward, until we reach the deep ranks of the workers forever toiling and forever struggling merely to live, and with the hell of poverty forever threatening to engulf them. The hell of poverty, that outer realm of darkness where there is weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth– the social Gehenna, where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched– here is a whip more effective by far than the keenest lash of the chattel slave owner, urging them on by day, haunting their dreams by night, draining without stint the life blood from their veins, and pursuing them with relentless constancy to their graves. In the buoyancy of youth many would start full of hope and with high expectations; but, as they journeyed along, disappointment would follow disappointment, hope would gradually give place to despair, the promised cup of joy would be turned to bitterness, and the holiest affection would become a poisoned arrow quivering in the heart!


What a beautiful arrangement– ambition urging in front, want and the fear of want bringing up the rear! In the conflicting interests that would be involved, in the throat-cutting competition that would prevail, in the bitterness that would be engendered between man and man, husband and wife, father and son, I should, of course, have no part. There would be lying and cheating, harsh treatment by masters, dishonesty of servants, strikes and lockouts, assaults and intimidation, family feuds and interminable broils; but they would not concern Me. In the serene atmosphere of my earthly paradise I would be safe from all evil. I would feast on the daintiest of dishes, and sip wines of the choicest vintage; my gardens would have the most magnificent terraces and the finest walks. I would roam mid the umbrageous foliage of the trees, the blooming flowers, the warbling of birds, the jetting of fountains, and the splashing of pellucid waters. My palace would have its walls of alabaster and domes of crystal, there would be furniture of the most exquisite workmanship, carpets and hangings of the richest fabrics and finest textures, carvings and paintings that were miracles of art, vessels of gold and silver, gems of the purest ray glittering in their settings, the voluptuous strains of the sweetest music, the perfume of roses, the softest of couches, a horde of titled lackeys to come and go at my bidding, and a perfect galaxy of beauty to stimulate desire, and administer to my enjoyment. Thus would I pass the happy hours away, while throughout the world it would be a hallmark of respectability to extol my virtues, and anthems would be everywhere sung in praise.


Archimedes never dreamt of anything like that. Yet, with the earth for my fulcrum and its private ownership for my lever, it is all possible. If it should be said that the people would eventually detect the fraud, and with swift vengeance hurl me and all my courtly parasites to perdition, I answer, “Nothing of the kind, the people are as good as gold, and would stand it like bricks– and I appeal to the facts of today to bear me witness.”



This article appeared in Henry George’s Australian paper, The Standard, July 27, 1889, with the by-line “Twark Main.” Many Twain scholars have endorsed it as authentic, because it is stylistically Twainian, and it precursors many later Twain writings.









63Merlin’s Tower


From A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court




INASMUCH AS I WAS now the second personage in the Kingdom, as far as political power and authorty were concerned, much was made of me. My raiment was of silks and velvets and cloth of gold, and by consequence was very showy, also uncomfortable. But habit would soon reconcile me to my clothes; I was aware of that. I was given the choicest suite of apartments in the castle, after the king’s. They were aglow with loud-colored silken hangings, but the stone floors had nothing but rushes on them for a carpet, and they were misfit rushes at that, being not all of one breed. As for conveniences, properly speaking, there weren’t any. I mean little conveniences; it is the little conveniences that make the real comfort of life. The big oaken chairs, graced with rude carvings, were well enough, but that was the stopping place. There was no soap, no matches, no looking-glass– except a metal one, about as powerful as a pail of water. And not a chromo. I had been used to chromos for years, and I saw now that without my suspecting it a passion for art had got worked into the fabric of my being, and was become a part of me. It made me homesick to look around over this proud and gaudy but heartless barrenness and remember that in our house in East Hartford, all unpretending as it was, you couldn’t go into a room but you would find an insurance-chromo, or at least a three-color God-Bless-Our-Home over the door; and in the parlor we had nine. But here, even in my grand room of state, there wasn’t anything in the nature of a picture except a thing the size of a bedquilt, which was either woven or knitted (it had darned places in it), and nothing in it was the right color or the right shape; and as for proportions, even Raphael himself couldn’t have botched them more formidably, after all his practice on those nightmares they call his “celebrated Hampton Court cartoons.” Raphael was a bird. We had several of his chromos; one was his “Miraculous Draught of Fishes,” where he puts in a miracle of his own– puts three men into a canoe which wouldn’t have held a dog without upsetting. I always admired to study R.’s art, it was so fresh and unconventional.


There wasn’t even a bell or a speaking-tube in the castle. I had a great many servants, and those that were on duty lolled in the anteroom; and when I wanted one of them I had to go and call for him. There was no gas, there were no candles; a bronze dish half full of boarding-house butter with a blazing rag floating in it was the thing that produced what was regarded as light. A lot of these hung along the walls and modified the dark, just toned it down enough to make it dismal. If you went out at night, your servants carried torches. There were no books, pens, paper or ink, and no glass in the openings they believed to be windows. It is a little thing– glass is– until it is absent, then it becomes a big thing. But perhaps the worst of all was, that there wasn’t any sugar, coffee, tea, or tobacco. I saw that I was just another Robinson Crusoe cast away on an uninhabited island, with no society but some more or less tame animals, and if I wanted to make life bearable I must do as he did– invent, contrive, create, reorganize things; set brain and hand to work, and keep them busy. Well, that was in my line.


One thing troubled me along at first– the immense interest which people took in me. Apparently the whole nation wanted a look at me. It soon transpired that the eclipse had scared the British world almost to death; that while it lasted the whole country, from one end to the other, was in a pitiable state of panic, and the churches, hermitages, and monkeries overflowed with praying and weeping poor creatures who thought the end of the world was come. Then had followed the news that the producer of this awful event was a stranger, a mighty magician at Arthur’s court; that he could have blown out the sun like a candle, and was just going to do it when his mercy was purchased, and he then dissolved his enchantments, and was now recognized and honored as the man who had by his unaided might saved the globe from destruction and its peoples from extinction. Now if you consider that everybody believed that, and not only believed it, but never even dreamed of doubting it, you will easily understand that there was not a person in all Britain that would not have walked fifty miles to get a sight of me. Of course I was all the talk– all other subjects were dropped; even the king became suddenly a person of minor interest and notoriety. Within twenty-four hours the delegations began to arrive, and from that time onward for a fortnight they kept coming. The village was crowded, and all the countryside. I had to go out a dozen times a day and show myself to these reverent and awe-stricken multitudes. It came to be a great burden, as to time and trouble, but of course it was at the same time compensatingly agreeable to be so celebrated and such a center of homage. It turned Brer Merlin green with envy and spite, which was a great satisfaction to me. But there was one thing I couldn’t understand– nobody had asked for an autograph. I spoke to Clarence about it. By George! I had to explain to him what it was. Then he said nobody in the country could read or write but a few dozen priests. Land! think of that.


There was another thing that troubled me a little. Those multitudes presently began to agitate for another miracle. That was natural. To be able to carry back to their far homes the boast that they had seen the man who could command the sun, riding in the heavens, and be obeyed, would make them great in the eyes of their neighbors, and envied by them all; but to be able to also say they had seen him work a miracle themselves– why, people would come a distance to see them. The pressure got to be pretty strong. There was going to be an eclipse of the moon, and I knew the date and hour, but it was too far away. Two years. I would have given a good deal for license to hurry it up and use it now when there was a big market for it. It seemed a great pity to have it wasted so, and come lagging along at a time when a body wouldn’t have any use for it, as like as not. If it had been booked for only a month away, I could have sold it short; but, as matters stood, I couldn’t seem to cipher out any way to make it do me any good, so I gave up trying. Next, Clarence found that old Merlin was making himself busy on the sly among those people. He was spreading a report that I was a humbug, and that the reason I didn’t accommodate the people with a miracle was because I couldn’t. I saw that I must do something. I presently thought out a plan.


By my authority as executive I threw Merlin into prison– the same cell I had occupied myself. Then I gave public notice by herald and trumpet that I should be busy with affairs of state for a fortnight, but about the end of that time I would take a moment’s leisure and blow up Merlin’s stone tower by fires from heaven; in the meantime, whoso listened to evil reports about me, let him beware. Furthermore, I would perform but this one miracle at this time, and no more; if it failed to satisfy and any murmured, I would turn the murmurers into horses, and make them useful. Quiet ensued.


I took Clarence into my confidence, to a certain degree, and we went to work privately. I told him that this was a sort of miracle that required a trifle of preparation, and that it would be sudden death to ever talk about these preparations to anybody. That made his mouth safe enough. Clandestinely we made a few bushels of first-rate blasting powder, and I superintended my armorers while they constructed a lightning rod and some wires. This old stone tower was very massive– and rather ruinous, too, for it was Roman, and four hundred years old. Yes, and handsome, after a rude fashion, and clothed with ivy from base to summit, as with a shirt of scale mail. It stood on a lonely eminence, in good view from the castle, and about half a mile away.


Working by night, we stowed the powder in the tower– dug stones out, on the inside, and buried the powder in the walls themselves, which were fifteen feet thick at the base. We put in a peck at a time, in a dozen places. We could have blown up the Tower of London with these charges. When the thirteenth night was come we put up our lightning-rod, bedded it in one of the batches of powder, and ran wires from it to the other batches. Everybody had shunned that locality from the day of my proclamation, but on the morning of the fourteenth I thought best to warn the people, through the heralds, to keep clear away– a quarter of a mile away. Then added, by command, that at some time during the twenty-four hours I would consummate the miracle, but would first give a brief notice; by flags on the castle towers if in the daytime, by torch-baskets in the same places if at night.


Thunder-showers had been tolerably frequent of late, and I was not much afraid of a failure; still, I shouldn’t have cared for a delay of a day or two; I should have explained that I was busy with affairs of state yet, and the people must wait.


Of course, we had a blazing sunny day– almost the first one without a cloud for three weeks; things always happen so. I kept secluded, and watched the weather. Clarence dropped in from time to time and said the public excitement was growing and growing all the time, and the whole country filling up with human masses as far as one could see from the battlements. At last the wind sprang up and a cloud appeared– in the right quarter, too, and just at nightfall. For a little while I watched that distant cloud spread and blacken, then I judged it was time for me to appear. I ordered the torch-baskets to be lit, and Merlin liberated and sent to me. A quarter of an hour later I ascended the parapet and there found the king and the court assembled and gazing off in the darkness toward Merlin’s Tower. Already the darkness was so heavy that one could not see far; these people and the old turrets, being partly in deep shadow and partly in the red glow from the great torch-baskets overhead, made a good deal of a picture.


Merlin arrived in a gloomy mood. I said:


“You wanted to burn me alive when I had not done you any harm, and latterly you have been trying to injure my professional reputation. Therefore I am going to call down fire and blow up your tower, but it is only fair to give you a chance; now if you think you can break my enchantments and ward off the fires, step to the bat, it’s your innings.”


“I can, fair sir, and I will. Doubt it not.”


He drew an imaginary circle on the stones of the roof, and burnt a pinch of powder in it, which sent up a small cloud of aromatic smoke, whereat everybody fell back and began to cross themselves and get uncomfortable. Then he began to mutter and make passes in the air with his hands. He worked himself up slowly and gradually into a sort of frenzy, and got to thrashing around with his arms like the sails of a windmill. By this time the storm had about reached us; the gusts of wind were flaring the torches and making the shadows swash about, the first heavy drops of rain were falling, the world abroad was black as pitch, the lightning began to wink fitfully. Of course, my rod would be loading itself now. In fact, things were imminent. So I said:


“You have had time enough. I have given you every advantage, and not interfered. It is plain your magic is weak. It is only fair that I begin now.”


I made about three passes in the air, and then there was an awful crash and that old tower leaped into the sky in chunks, along with a vast volcanic fountain of fire that turned night to noonday, and showed a thousand acres of human beings groveling on the ground in a general collapse of consternation. Well, it rained mortar and masonry the rest of the week. This was the report; but probably the facts would have modified it.


It was an effective miracle. The great bothersome temporary population vanished. There were a good many thousand tracks in the mud the next morning, but they were all outward bound. If I had advertised another miracle I couldn’t have raised an audience with a sheriff.


Merlin’s stock was flat. The king wanted to stop his wages; he even wanted to banish him, but I interfered. I said he would be useful to work the weather, and attend to small matters like that, and I would give him a lift now and then when his poor little parlor-magic soured on him. There wasn’t a rag of his tower left, but I had the government rebuild it for him, and advised him to take boarders; but he was too high-toned for that. And as for being grateful, he never even said thank you. He was a rather hard lot, take him how you might; but then you couldn’t fairly expect a man to be sweet that had been set back so.







64A Wonderful Pair of Slippers


(With Letters Concerning Them

from Mark Twain and Elsie Leslie Lyde)




Mark Twain’s Letter


Hartford,

Oct. 5, ’89.


Dear Elsie: The way of it was this. Away last spring, Gillette [4] and I pooled intellects on this proposition: to get up a pleasant surprise of some kind for you against your next visit– the surprise to take the form of a tasteful and beautiful testimonial of some sort or other, which should express somewhat of the love we felt for you. Together we hit upon just the right thing– a pair of slippers. Either one of us could have thought of a single slipper, but it took both of us to think of two slippers. In fact, one of us did think of one slipper, and then, quick as a flash, the other thought of the other one. It shows how wonderful the human mind is. It is really paleontological; you give one mind a bone, and the other one instantly divines the rest of the animal.


Gillette embroidered his slipper with astonishing facility and splendor, but I have been a long time pulling through with mine. You see, it was my very first attempt at art, and I couldn’t rightly get the hang of it along at first. And then I was so busy that I couldn’t get a chance to work at it at home, and they wouldn’t let me embroider on the cars; they said it made the other passengers afraid. They didn’t like the light that flared into my eye when I had an inspiration. And even the most fair-minded people doubted me when I explained what it was I was making– especially brakemen. Brakemen always swore at it, and carried on, the way ignorant people do, about art. They wouldn’t take my word that it was a slipper; they said they believed it was a snowshoe that had some kind of a disease.


But I have pulled through, and within twenty-four hours of the time I told you I would– day before yesterday. There ought to be a key to the designs, but I haven’t had time to get one up. However, if you will lay the work before you with the forecastle pointing north, I will begin at that end and explain the whole thing, layer by layer, so that you can understand it.


I began with that first red bar, and without ulterior design, or plan of any sort– just as I would begin a Prince and Pauper, or any other tale. And mind you it is the easiest and surest way; because if you invent two or three people and turn them loose in your manuscript, something is bound to happen to them– you can’t help it; and then it will take you the rest of the book to get them out of the natural consequences of that occurrence, and so, first thing you know, there’s your book all finished up and never cost you an idea. Well, the red stripe, with a bias stitch, naturally suggested a blue one with a perpendicular stitch, and I slammed it in, though when it came daylight I saw it was green– which didn’t make any difference, because green and blue are much the same, anyway, and in fact from a purely moral point of view are regarded by the best authorities as identical. Well, if you will notice, a blue perpendicular stitch always suggests a ropy red involved stitch, like a family of angle-worms trying to climb in under each other to keep warm– it would suggest that, every time, without the author of the slipper ever having to think about it at all.


Now at that point, young Dr. Root came in, and, of course, he was interested in the slipper right away, because he has always had a passion for art himself, but has never had a chance to try, because his folks are opposed to it and superstitious about it, and have done all they could to keep him back; and so he was eager to take a hand and see what he could do. And it was beautiful to see him sit there and tell Mrs. Clemens what had been happening while we were off on summer vacation, and hold the slipper up toward the end of his nose, and forget the sordid world, and imagine the canvas was a “subject” with a scalp wound, and nimbly whirl in that lovely surgical stitch which you see there– and never hesitating a moment in his talk except to say “Ouch” when he stuck himself, and then going right on again as smooth and easy as nothing. Yes, it was a charming spectacle. And it was real art, too– realistic, just native untaught genius; you can see the very scalp itself, showing through between the stitches.


Well, next I threw in that sheaf of green rods which the lictors used to carry before the Roman consuls to lick them with when they didn’t behave– they turned blue in the morning, but that is the way green always acts.


The next week, after a good rest, I snowed in that sea of frothy waves, and set that yellow thing afloat in it and those two things that are skewered through it. It isn’t a home plate, and it isn’t a papal tiara with the keys of St. Peter; no, it is a heart– my heart with two arrows stuck through it– arrows that go in blue and come out crimson– crimson with the best drops in that heart, and gladly shed for love of you, dear.


Now then, as you strike to the south’ard and drift along down the starboard side, abaft the main-to-gallant scuppers, you come to that blue quarter-deck which runs the rest of the way aft to the jumping-off place. In the midst of that blue you will see some big red letters– M. T.; and west’ard, over on the port side, you will see some more red letters– TO E. L. Aggregated, these several groups of letters signify, Mark Twain to Elsie Leslie. And you will notice that you have a gift for art yourself, for the southern half of the L, embroidered by yourself, is as good as anything I can do, after all my experience.


There, now you understand the whole work. From a professional point of view I consider the Heart and Arrows by all odds the greatest triumph of the whole thing; in fact, one of the ablest examples of civil engineering in a beginner I ever saw– for it was all inspiration, just the lightning-like inspiration of the moment. I couldn’t do it again in a hundred years– even if I recover this time and get just as well and strong as I was before. You notice what fire there is in it– what rapture, enthusiasm, frenzy– what blinding explosions of color. It is just a “Turner”– that is what it is. It is just like his “Slave Ship,” that immortal work. What you see in the “Slave Ship” is a terrific explosion of radiating rags and fragments of flaming crimson flying from a common center of intense yellow which is in violent commotion– insomuch that a Boston reporter said it reminded him of a yellow cat dying in a platter of tomatoes.


Take the slippers and wear them next your heart, Elsie dear; for every stitch in them is a testimony of the affection which two of your loyalest friends bear you. Every single stitch cost us blood. I’ve got twice as many pores in me now as I used to have; and you would never believe how many places you can stick a needle into yourself until you go into the embroidery line and devote yourself to art.


Do not wear these slippers in public, dear; it would only excite envy; and, as like as not, somebody would try to shoot you.


Merely use them to assist you in remembering that among the many, many people who think all the world of you, is your friend,


Mark Twain.




Elsie’s Reply


New York,

October 9, 1889.


My Dear Mr. Clemens: The slipper the long letter and all the rest came this afternoon, I think they are splendid and shall have them framed and keep them among my very most prechus things. I have had a great many nice things given to me and people often say very pleasant things but I am not quite shure they always mean it or that they are as trustable as you and “Leo” and I am very shure thay would not spend their prechus time and shed their blood for me so you see that is one reason why I will think so much of it and then it was all so funny to think of two great big men like you and “little Willie” (that is what “Leo” calls himself to me) imbroidering a pair of slippers for a little girl like me of corse you have a great many large words in your letter that I do not quite understand. One word comencing with P. has fifteen letters in it and I do not know what you mean by pooled unless you mean you and Leo put your two minds together to make the slippers which was very nice of you both I think you are just right about the angle worms thay did look like that this summer when I used to dig them for bate to fish with please tell Dr. Root I will think of him when I look at the part he did the Surgicle Stich I mean I hope you will be quite well and strong by the time you get this letter as you were before you made my slipper it would make me very sad if you were to be ill. Give my love to Mrs. Clemens Susie Clara Gene I-know and you-know and Vix and all of my Hartford friends tell Gene I wish I was with her and we would have a nice jump in the hay loft. When you come to New York you must call and see me then we will see about those big words. my address is up in the top left corner of this letter.


To my loyal friend


Mark Twain


From his little friend


Elsie Leslie Lyde.


(Not Little Lord Fauntleroy now, but Tom Canty of Offal Court and Little Edward of Wales.) [5]



[4] William Gillette, the distinguished actor and playwright.


[5] Elsie Leslie, then a little girl, played Little Lord Fauntleroy and the double part of Tom Canty and the Little Prince, with great success.









65Luck




IT WAS AT A BANQUET in London in honor of one of the two or three conspicuously illustrious English military names of this generation. For reasons which will presently appear, I will withhold his real name and titles, and call him Lieutenant-General Lord Arthur Scoresby, V.C., K.C.B., etc., etc., etc. What a fascination there is in a renowned name! There say the man, in actual flesh, whom I had heard of so many thousands of times since that day, thirty years before, when his name shot suddenly to the zenith from a Crimean battle-field, to remain forever celebrated. It was food and drink to me to look, and look, and look at that demigod; scanning, searching, noting: the quietness, the reserve, the noble gravity of his countenance; the simple honesty that expressed itself all over him; the sweet unconsciousness of his greatness– unconsciousness of the hundreds of admiring eyes fastened upon him, unconsciousness of the deep, loving, sincere worship welling out of the breasts of those people and flowing toward him.


The clergyman at my left was an old acquaintance of mine– clergyman now, but had spent the first half of his life in the camp and field, and as an instructor in the military school at Woolwich. Just at the moment I have been talking about, a veiled and singular light glimmered in his eyes, and he leaned down and muttered confidentially to me– indicating the hero of the banquet with a gesture– “Privately– his glory is an accident– just a product of incredible luck.”


This verdict was a great surprise to me. If its subject had been Napoleon, or Socrates, or Solomon, my astonishment could not have been greater. Two things I was well aware of: that the Reverend was a man of strict veracity, and that his judgment of men was good. Therefore I knew, beyond doubt or question, that the world was mistaken about this hero: he was a fool. So I meant to find out, at a convenient moment, how the Reverend, all solitary and alone, had discovered the secret.


Some days later came the explanation of this strange remark, and this is what the Reverend told me.


About forty years ago I was an instructor in the military academy at Woolwich. I was present in one of the sections when young Scoresby underwent his preliminary examination. I was touched to the quick with pity; for the rest of the class answered up brightly and handsomely, while he– why, dear me, he didn’t know anything, so to speak. He was evidently good, and sweet, and lovable, and guileless; and so it was exceedingly painful to see him stand there, as serene as a graven image, and deliver himself of answers which were veritably miraculous for stupidity and ignorance. All the compassion in me was aroused in his behalf. I said to myself, when he comes to be examined again, he will be flung over, of course; so it will be simple a harmless act of charity to ease his fall as much as I can.


I took him aside, and found that he knew a little of Caesar’s history; and as he didn’t know anything else, I went to work and drilled him like a galley-slave on a certain line of stock questions concerning Caesar which I knew would be used. If you’ll believe me, he went through with flying colors on examination day! He went through on that purely superficial “cram,” and got compliments, too, while others, who knew a thousand times more than he, got plucked. By some strangely lucky accident– an accident not likely to happen twice in a century– he was asked no question outside of the narrow limits of his drill.


It was stupefying. Well, although through his course I stood by him, with something of the sentiment which a mother feels for a crippled child; and he always saved himself– just by miracle, apparently.


Now of course the thing that would expose him and kill him at last was mathematics. I resolved to make his death as easy as I could; so I drilled him and crammed him, and crammed him and drilled him, just on the line of questions which the examiner would be most likely to use, and then launched him on his fate. Well, sir, try to conceive of the result: to my consternation, he took the first prize! And with it he got a perfect ovation in the way of compliments.


Sleep! There was no more sleep for me for a week. My conscience tortured me day and night. What I had done I had done purely through charity, and only to ease the poor youth’s fall– I never had dreamed of any such preposterous result as the thing that had happened. I felt as guilty and miserable as the creator of Frankenstein. Here was a wooden-head whom I had put in the way of glittering promotions and prodigious responsibilities, and but one thing could happen: he and his responsibilities would all go to ruin together at the first opportunity.


The Crimean war had just broken out. Of course there had to be a war, I said to myself: we couldn’t have peace and give this donkey a chance to die before he is found out. I waited for the earthquake. It came. And it made me reel when it did come. He was actually gazetted to a captaincy in a marching regiment! Better men grow old and gray in the service before they climb to a sublimity like that. And who could ever have foreseen that they would go and put such a load of responsibility on such green and inadequate shoulders? I could just barely have stood it if they had made him a cornet; but a captain– think of it! I thought my hair would turn white.


Consider what I did– I who so loved repose and inaction. I said to myself, I am responsible to the country for this, and I must go along with him and protect the country against him as far as I can. So I took my poor little capital that I had saved up through years of work and grinding economy, and went with a sigh and bought a cornetcy in his regiment, and away we went to the field.


And there– oh dear, it was awful. Blunders? why, he never did anything but blunder. But, you see, nobody was in the fellow’s secret– everybody had him focused wrong, and necessarily misinterpreted his performance every time– consequently they took his idiotic blunders for inspirations of genius; they did honestly! His mildest blunders were enough to make a man in his right mind cry; and they did make me cry– and rage and rave too, privately. And the thing that kept me always in a sweat of apprehension was the fact that every fresh blunder he made increased the luster of his reputation! I kept saying to myself, he’ll get so high that when discovery does finally come it will be like the sun falling out of the sky.


He went right along up, from grade to grade, over the dead bodies of his superiors, until at last, in the hottest moment of the battle of —— down went our colonel, and my heart jumped into my mouth, for Scoresby was next in rank! Now for it, said I; we’ll all land in Sheol in ten minutes, sure.


The battle was awfully hot; the allies were steadily giving way all over the field. Our regiment occupied a position that was vital; a blunder now must be destruction. At this critical moment, what does this immortal fool do but detach the regiment from its place and order a charge over a neighboring hill where there wasn’t a suggestion of an enemy! “There you go!” I said to myself; “this is the end at last.”


And away we did go, and were over the shoulder of the hill before the insane movement could be discovered and stopped. And what did we find? An entire and unsuspected Russian army in reserve! And what happened? We were eaten up? That is necessarily what would have happened in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred. But no; those Russians argued that no single regiment would come browsing around there at such a time. It must be the entire English army, and that the sly Russian game was detected and blocked; so they turned tail, and away they went, pell-mell, over the hill and down into the field, in wild confusion, and we after them; they themselves broke the solid Russia center in the field, and tore through, and in no time there was the most tremendous rout you ever saw, and the defeat of the allies was turned into a sweeping and splendid victory! Marshal Canrobert looked on, dizzy with astonishment, admiration, and delight; and sent right off for Scoresby, and hugged him, and decorated him on the field in presence of all the armies!


And what was Scoresby’s blunder that time? Merely the mistaking his right hand for his left– that was all. An order had come to him to fall back and support our right; and instead he fell forward and went over the hill to the left. But the name he won that day as a marvelous military genius filled the world with his glory, and that glory will never fade while history books last.


He is just as good and sweet and lovable and unpretending as a man can be, but he doesn’t know enough to come in when it rains. He has been pursued, day by day and year by year, by a most phenomenal and astonishing luckiness. He has been a shining soldier in all our wars for half a generation; he has littered his military life with blunders, and yet has never committed one that didn’t make him a knight or a baronet or a lord or something. Look at his breast; why, he is just clothed in domestic and foreign decorations. Well, sir, every one of them is a record of some shouting stupidity or other; and, taken together, they are proof that the very best thing in all this world that can befall a man is to be born lucky.



NOTE.– This is not a fancy sketch. I got it from a clergyman who was an instructor at Woolwich forty years ago, and who vouched for its truth.

—M. T.









66Memories of a Washington Lecture



(Will Clemens, Mark Twain: His Life)—

[Twain’s] lecture experience in Washington was brief but interesting, and he tells all about it in his inimical way, as follows:






WELL, NOW, I’ll have to tell you something about that lecture. It was a little the hardest and roughest experience I ever underwent in my whole career as a lecturer. Now, I had not been in Washington more than a day or two before a friend of mine came to my room at the hotel early one morning, wakened me out of a sound sleep, and nearly stunned me by asking if I was aware of the tact that I was to deliver a lecture at Lincoln hall that evening. I told him no, and that he must be crazy to get out of bed at such an unseemly hour to ask such a foolish question. But he soon assured me that he was perfectly sane by showing me the morning papers, which all announced that Mark Twain was to lecture that evening. and that his subject would be ‘The Sandwich Islands.’ To say that I was surprised would be putting it mildly. I was mad, for I thought someone had put up a game on me.


Well, on careful inquiry, I learned that an old theatrical friend of mine thought he would do me a favor. So he made all the necessary arrangements for me to lecture, with the exception of the slight circumstance that he neglected to inform me of any of his intentions. He rented Lincoln hall, billed the town, and sent the newspapers advertisements and notices about the coming lecture. And the worst of it was he had done all his work thoroughly. After learning this I was in a dilemma. I had never prepared any lecture on the Sandwich Islands. What was I to do? I could not back out by telling the people that I was unprepared. No, that was out of the question, because the people wouldn’t believe it. The billing of the town had been too well done for that. So there was only one thing left for me to do, and that was to lock myself in my room and write that lecture between the breakfast hour and half-past seven that evening. Well, I did it, and was on hand at the advertised hour, facing one of the biggest audiences I ever addressed.


I did not use my manuscript, but in those days I always had my lecture in writing, and kept it on a reading stand at one end of the place where I stood on the platform. I was very good at memorizing, and rarely had any trouble in speaking without notes; but the very fact that I had my manuscript near at hand where I could readily turn, to it without having to undergo the mortification of pulling it from my pocket, gave me courage and kept me from making awkward pauses. But the writing of that Sandwich Island lecture in one day was the toughest job ever put on me.







67Bygone Buffalo Days



Excerpt from a speech in Buffalo, New York.






“INOTICE MANY CHANGES since I was a citizen of Buffalo, fourteen or fifteen years ago. I miss the faces of many old friends. They have gone to the tomb– to the gallows– to the White House, Thus far the rest of us have escaped, but be sure our own time is coming. Over us, with awful certainty, hangs one or the other of these fates. Therefore, that we be secure against error, the wise among us will prepare for them all. This word of admonition may be sufficient; let us pass to cheerfuller things. I remember one circumstance of bygone times with great vividness. I arrived here after dark on a February evening in 1870, with my wife and a large company of friends, when I had been a husband twenty– four hours, and they put us two in a carriage and drove us up and down, and every which way, through all the back streets in Buffalo, until at last I got ashamed and said: ‘I asked Mr. Slee to get me a cheap boarding house, but I didn’t mean he should stretch economy to the going outside the state to find it.’ The fact was there was a practical joke to the fore, which I didn’t know anything about, and all this fooling around was to give it time to mature. My father-in-law, the late Jervis Langdon. whom many of you will remember, had been clandestinely spending a fair fortune upon a house and furniture in Delaware Avenue for us, and had kept his secret so well, that I was the only person this side of the Niagara Falls, that hadn’t found it out. We reached the house at last about ten o’clock and were introduced to a Mrs. Johnson, the ostensible landlady. I took a glance around and then my opinion of Mr. Slee’s judgment as a provider of cheap boarding houses for men who had to work for their living dropped to zero. I told Mrs. Johnson there had been an unfortunate mistake, that Mr. Slee had evidently supposed I had money, whereas I only had talent; and so, by her leave, we would abide with her a week, and then she could keep my trunk and we would hunt another place. Then the battalion of ambushed friends and relatives burst in on us, out of closets and from behind curtains; the property was delivered over to us and the joke revealed. Such jokes as these are all too scarce in a person’s life. That house was so completely equipped in every detail– even to servants and a coachman– that there was nothing to do but just sit down and live in it.”







68Tobacco as a Stimulant




IBEGAN SMOKING immoderately when I was eight years old; that is, I began with one hundred cigars a month, and by the time I was twenty I had increased my allowance to two hundred a month. Before I was thirty I had increased it to three hundred a month. Once, when I was fifteen, I ceased from smoking for three months, but I do not remember whether the effect resulting was good or evil. I repeated this experiment when I was twenty-two; again I do not remember what the result was. I repeated the experiment once more, when I was thirty-four, and ceased from smoking for a year and a half. My health did not improve, because it was not possible to improve health that was already perfect. As I never permitted myself to regret this abstinence, I experienced no inconvenience from it. I wrote nothing but occasional magazine articles during this time, and as I never wrote one except under strong impulse, I observed no lapse of facility. But by and by I sat down with a contract behind me to write a book of five or six hundred pages– the book called “Roughing It”– and then I found myself seriously obstructed. I was three weeks writing six chapters. Then I gave up the fight, resumed my three hundred cigars, burned the six chapters and wrote the book in three months without difficulty.







69Remarks on an Experience in London




DURING MY SOJOURN in smoky, dirty, grand old London, I received an invitation to attend a banquet there and I went. It was one of those tremendous dinners where there are eight hundred to nine hundred invited guests. I hadn’t been used to that sort of thing, and I didn’t feel quite at home. When we took our seats at the table, I noticed that at each plate was a little plan of the hall, with the position of each guest numbered so that one could see at a glance where a friend was seated by learning the number. just before we fell to, someone– the lord mayor, or whoever was bossing the occasion– arose and began to read a list of those present– No. 1, Lord So-and-So; No. 2, the Duke of Something or Other, and so on. When this individual read the name of some prominent political character or literary celebrity, it would be greeted with more or less applause. The individual who was reading the names did so in so monotonous a manner that I became tired, and began looking about for something to engage my attention. I found the gentleman next to me on the right a well-informed personage, and I entered into conversation with him. I had never seen him before, but he was a good talker and enjoyed it. Suddenly, just as he was giving his views upon the future religious aspect of Great Britain, our ears were assailed by a deafening storm of applause. Such a clapping of hands I never heard before. It sent the blood into my head with a rush, and I got terribly excited. I straightened up and commenced clapping my hands with all my might. I moved about in my chair and clapped harder and harder. ‘Who is it?’ I asked the gentleman on my right. ‘Whose name did he read?’ ‘Samuel L. Clemens,’ he answered. I stopped applauding. I didn’t clap any more. It kind of took the life out of me, and I sat there like a mummy, and didn’t even get up and bow. It was one of the most distressing fixes I ever got into, and it will be many a day before I forget it.


  Finis


  
    Mark Twain:

    IN BRIEF
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      Transcriptions of many Twain newspaper pieces are generously made available by Barbara Schmidt at her website twainquotes.com. Other newspaper and magazine articles were found at twain.lib.virginia.edu; unz.org; jstor.org; cdnc.ucr.edu; trove.nla.gov.au; nyheritage.nnyln.net; chroniclingamerica.loc.gov; Wright American Fiction Library at letrs.indiana.edu; Making of America at cdl.library.cornell.edu; and googlebooks.

      Texts of Twain collections were retrieved from gutenberg.org, archive.org, and wikisource.org.


      Decorative font “Artifika” by Yulya Zdhanova, used for titling and initial caps. Small-caps font “Fontin” by Jos Buivenga / Exljbris. Monospace font “Linux Libertine Mono” by Philipp H. Poll. Script font “Satisfy” by Font Diner.


      I formatted curly quotes, em-dashes, diacritics, italics, and drop-caps. Manually transcribed some pieces, corrected OCR and transcription errors, restored American spelling as needed, minor punctuation and spelling changes for consistency. Added numerous date annotations. Cross-linked story titles to html table of contents, end-notes to source paragraphs. Added alphabetic linked index of titles. Titlepage portraits are derived from photos found online.
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