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  Prologue


  OLD, SICK, BROKE, AND DEPRESSED, Samuel Langhorne Clemens boarded a night train from Elmira to Cleveland on Sunday, July 14, 1895. He was five months short of his sixtieth birthday, an advanced age in those days. He had been bedridden for weeks, suffering from an immense carbuncle on his leg. The publishing firm of which he was principal partner had collapsed the year before, leaving huge unpaid debts and casting him into bankruptcy. Because he had failed as a businessman, he felt he had failed as a father and husband as well.


  To his wife, Olivia Langdon Clemens, business failure meant disgrace. She urged him to pay the firm’s debts in full, although he was not obliged to do so. He received the same counsel from a surprising source, his friend and admirer Henry Huttleston Rogers, a piratical, monstrously rich director of the Standard Oil trust. If, as many supposed, trusts were satanic, Rogers sported two horns and a tail. As a businessman he was ruthless, rapacious, and unscrupulous. But he was a loyal, generous, and sensitive friend. He took the Clemenses’ financial affairs in hand, negotiated with creditors and publishers, and saved the Clemenses from ruin without injuring their pride. Clemens, who revered and loved him, listened when Rogers told him that an author could afford to be poor in money but not in character.


  So Clemens was returning to the lecture circuit. When he had left it ten years before, he’d thought that he would never again suffer the noisy, dusty, bone-shaking trains, missed connections, and boring small towns associated with an interminable succession of one-night stands. But a lecture tour was still his quickest means for raising money. Not only was he the international celebrity Mark Twain, constantly interviewed and photographed, whose mop of bushy hair, tufted eyebrows, and swooping mustache made him instantly recognizable, he was also a superb platform entertainer.


  Cleveland was to be the first stop in a year-long tour that took him, his wife, and their second daughter, Clara, to the Pacific Northwest, Fiji, Australia, New Zealand, India, Ceylon, Mauritius, and South Africa. One hundred years later to the day, I set out from Elmira to follow them.


  As a recently retired academic, I'd been craving a long journey. Like Huck Finn, “all I wanted was to go somewheres; all I wanted was a change, I warn’t particular.” Paul Theroux set the direction of this change. In the introduction to a selection from his travel writings, he listed Following the Equator, Mark Twain’s account of his world lecture tour, as one of the few travel books he likes.


  Almost as soon as I began to read it, I found a personal connection to the book. My wife’s grandmother once met Mark Twain, probably in 1901, when she was eighteen years old. A photograph from that period shows her looking at you over her shoulder, half smiling, half flirting, standing slim and erect in a long white gown. Years later she would tell her grandchildren what she had said to the great man when she was introduced: “Mr. Clemens, Fm not a bit embarrassed. Are you?” This so delighted him, she would say, that he kept her with him for several minutes to chat. She never explained why the old man was pleased.


  In the second chapter of Following the Equator, Clemens told about having been introduced, years before, to a taciturn President Grant. The president took his hand, dropped it, and then stood silent.


  “There was an awkward pause, a dreary pause, a horrible pause. Then I thought of something, and looked up into that unyielding face, and said timidly:


  “ ‘Mr. President, I — I am embarrassed. Are you?’


  “His face broke — just a little — a wee glimmer, the momentary flicker of a summer-lightning smile … and I was out and gone as soon as itwas.”


  Ten years later he was again introduced to Grant. Before Clemens could think of an appropriate remark, the general said, “Mr. Clemens, I am not embarrassed. Are you?”


  Although this anecdote solved a family mystery, it meant more to me than that. Suddenly the historical figure, Samuel Clemens, became human, a man pleased by the subtle flattery of a pretty young woman. Suddenly the last turn of the century seemed not impossibly distant. Could I come closer to him and his times by following the Clemenses, one hundred years later, along the route of Mark Twain’s lecture tour? I wanted to try. I hoped to leave Elmira on July 14 and complete the journey in Cape Town on July 15 of the next year, as he did, traveling by surface transportation wherever possible.


  This vision did not enchant Alice, my wife. She was not eager to rattle around the world for a year, changing accommodations every third day, boarding trains at five in the morning, and wearing the same two blouses and skirts month after month. On the other hand, neither of us wanted a long separation. We finally agreed that I would travel alone along the Clemenses’ North American route during the summer of 1995 and that she would join me on the West Coast in late August and accompany me for the rest of the journey. But with one condition: we would return twice to our home in Jerusalem, for about a month each time, during the year-long project. Before she could change her mind, I flew to New York and from there found my way to Elmira.


  


  1


  NORTH AMERICA


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  Chapter One


  ELMIRA, THE SEAT OF CHEMUNG COUNTY, is a small town in New York State, about ten miles from the Pennsylvania line. Now, one hundred years after the Clemenses embarked on their tour, the Huek Finn Little League Ball Park adjoins Elmira’s Holiday Inn, where Weight Watchers meet in the Becky Thatcher Room. You can walk from the hotel to the Mark Twain Riverfront Park, which follows the meandering Chemung River. Turning north, you will find the Samuel L. Clemens Performing Arts Center. Nearby is a tall red brick structure, the Connecticut Yankee Building, from which you can catch a bus to the Mark Twain Motel, formerly the Tom Sawyer Motel. The phone number at the Chemung County Chamber of Commerce, in downtown Elmira, is 800-MARK-TWAIN. If you call, you will hear the receptionist answer, “Hello, Mark Twain Country”


  Elmira’s attachment to Mark Twain stems from his summer visits. During the 1870s and 1880s, Sam and Olivia Clemens spent most summers at Quarry Farm, the home of Olivia Clemens’s sister and brother-in-law, Susan and Theodore Crane.


  In 1874, the Clemenses’ second summer in Elmira, the Cranes surprised their brother-in-law with a study that they had created for him. It stood above their house on a knoll about 100 yards away. A small octagonal room built of oak, with a peaked roof and a window on each of its eight sides, it suggested the pilot house of a Mississippi steamboat, offering its occupant splendid views in all directions. From this hideaway, Clemens could look down at the distant town and its river and across at the blue hills beyond.


  After a steak breakfast, he would climb the hill to his study and write without a break until late afternoon. There, undisturbed by domestic life, he composed much of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Life on the Mississippi, The Prince and the Pauper, and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.


  “It is a cozy nest,” he wrote to friends, “with just room in it for a sofa and a table and three or four chairs — and when the storms sweep down the remote valley and the lightning flashes above the hills beyond, and the rain beats upon the roof over my head, imagine the luxury of it!” Clemens viewed his summers at Quarry Farm as “a foretaste of Heaven.”


  “The city in the valley is purple with shade, as seen from up here at the study,” he wrote to his brother’s wife on a summer Sunday in 1885. “The Cranes are reading and loafing in the canvas-curtained summer-house, fifty yards away, on a higher (the highest) point; the cats are loafing over at Ellerslie, which is the children’s estate and dwelling-house in their own private grounds (by deed from Susie Crane), a hundred yards from the study, among the clover and young oaks and willows. Livy is down at the house, but I shall now go and bring her up to the Cranes to help us occupy the lounges and hammocks, whence a great panorama of distant hills and valley and city is seeable. The children have gone on a lark through the neighboring hills … with the coachman for comrade and assistant at need. It is a perfect day indeed.”


  Clemens was a familiar figure in Elmira, a booming and progressive industrial community. When he walked into town in his white linen suit and wide-brimmed straw hat, played billiards at the Century Club, gossiped with reporters at the Elmira Daily Advertiser, or spun yarns within the marble and walnut sanctum of Klapproth's Saloon, he was recognized not only as Mark Twain but also as a relative of the Langdons, one of the town’s richest and most distinguished families. His father-in-law, Jervis Langdon, began his career as a country storekeeper, but he amassed a fortune from the mining and transport of coal. Although a flint-eyed businessman, he was a model of civic responsibility, a philanthropist who supported numerous progressive causes, including the education of blacks and women.


  Today you can still walk from downtown Elmira to Quarry Farm on East Hill, two and a half miles away, as Clemens often used to do. One hundred years ago, you would have found four stone watering troughs, which the Clemenses had installed along the steep ascent, for the benefit of the horses that labored up to the house. Each trough was inscribed with the name of one of the Clemenses’ children. Two of the troughs, in which flowers are now planted, stand near the house today.


  The wooden, two-storied, gabled and dormered structure that the Clemenses knew, with its deep, arcaded and trellised front porch, is still recognizable, although the house was later enlarged and its exterior trim changed. Quarry Farm was a refuge for both of the Clemenses. It gave him uninterrupted time to write. It gave her a welcome respite from constant entertaining and from managing a household so elaborate it required the services of six full-time servants.


  Quarry Farm, which Olivia Clemens’s great-nephew presented to Elmira College, is not open to the public, but Gretchen Shadow, director of the college’s Center for Mark Twain Studies, has kindly invited me to see it. She has shown me the house and taken me up to the knoll where the study once stood. We have returned to the front porch, where Clemens’s family would gather to hear him read from his day’s work. The upholstered chairs and the patterned and fringed carpet that once furnished the porch are gone, but a few simple rocking chairs relieve the bareness.


  Ms. Shadow has left me alone for a moment. I look out at “the great panorama of distant hills and valley and city” and listen to the silence. It is about four-thirty in the afternoon. Just about now, Clemens would be descending the stone steps from his study, a sheaf of completed pages in one hand, a fresh cigar in the other.


  When you go back to town, you can visit his study, which was moved to the campus of Elmira College more than forty years ago. Clemens’s father-in-law was a founder and trustee of the institution, which was established as Elmira Female College, the first academy in America to offer a B.A. degree to women. His son-in-law’s study now overlooks trim lawns, fountains, Georgian Revival and Gothic Revival buildings, and the black iron fence that once surrounded the Langdons’ home and garden.


  That stately house, a landmark for almost one hundred years, was demolished in 1939. On the site where Clemens courted Miss Langdon, where their first daughter was born, where Clemens and Rudyard Kipling met, and where one by one five Clemenses were eulogized, you can now buy a pizza at Picnic Pizza, mail a package at Mail Boxes Etc., or negotiate a loan at American General Finance. This complex is called Langdon Plaza.


  Across the street stands the church that Langdon’s money built. This is the Park Congregational Church, a massive, lofty fieldstone structure with tower and dome. Its founders, Langdon among them, had left the First Presbyterian Church to protest that congregation’s refusal to condemn slavery. Like Elmira College, the breakaway church was a pioneering institution, a “church home,” perhaps the first church in America to provide parlors, kitchen, playroom, library, and employment service. Now an important issue confronts the congregation: whether to adopt an “open and affirming” policy toward homosexuals.


  Another progressive institution of the Clemenses’ day, which also still exists, is the New York State Reformatory. Opened in 1877 as the Elmira Reformatory, the prison offered early release to young first offenders if they took classes in academic subjects or in industrial arts. The superintendent, a friend of Clemens’s, would invite well-known speakers to address the inmates. Clemens tried out his material on them the night he embarked on his world tour. It was, he reported to Rogers, a “roaring success.”


  When the Clemenses returned to Elmira in May, after living abroad for several years to reduce their household expenses, Clemens had intended to prepare three programs, or “readings” as he called them, before setting out for Cleveland. During the North American segment of his world tour, he would be performing only once in each town except for Winnipeg, where he would appear twice. But in each of the larger towns of Australasia, India, and South Africa, he planned multiple performances. Because he preferred not to repeat himself in the same town, he would need several programs, which he hoped to prepare in Elmira.


  But the carbuncle on his leg kept him bedridden. “My project of preparing and familiarizing myself with three readings, is knocked in the head,” he wrote to Rogers in early June. “To do that with one reading is the most that I can do.” Three weeks later he was still in bed. “My gracious,” he wrote to Rogers, “it looks as if I’ve got to go on the platform only half prepared!” In his letter to Rogers the next day, he groused, “I’ll go to Cleveland on a stretcher, sure.” Almost two weeks later he complained to Rogers, “I shan’t be able to stand on a platform before we start west… I’ve got to stand. I can’t sit and talk to a house — and how in the nation am I going to do it? Land of Goshen, it’s this night week! Pray for me.”


  A carbuncle, he wrote on the first page of Following the Equator, “elected” to accompany him on his world tour. “The dictionary,” he continued, “says a carbuncle is a kind of jewel. Humor is out of place in a dictionary.” The infection on his leg may have been as red as a ruby, but that was its only resemblance to a jewel.


  A carbuncle’s redness and burning pain explain its name, from the Latin for “small coal.” Like a boil, it produces an acute inflammation under the skin, but it covers a larger area and is more severe. In the days before antibiotics, it caused great suffering, often prostrating the patient, as in Clemens’s case. If bacteria from pus pockets seep into the bloodstream, death can ensue. It was thought that persons who were depressed or worried were particularly susceptible to the disease.


  The Clemenses’ night train to Cleveland left from the Erie Railroad Depot, a bandbox of a station house. It was an ivy-clad brick structure of two stories, with striped awnings, a clock tower, a statue of an Indian at one side, and a file of horse-drawn carriages awaiting incoming passengers. One hundred years later, a PRIVATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING sign marks the building, its arched windows and doors boarded up, its ivy, awnings, tower, and statue gone. A hideous railroad viaduct, built during the Great Depression and still scarring the town, disfigures its upper story. Traces of old trolley-car tracks, removed years before, stamp the brick street in front of the entrance, which faces the stray yellow flowers of a vacant lot. In place of a line of carriages stands a lone parked car. Most of the surviving buildings across the street are derelict, their slate sidewalks cracked, broken, and askew.


  From the Erie Depot it’s a short walk downtown, where vacant storefronts are common, new construction is rare, and the few new buildings are drab. No recent downtown structure reflects the supreme self-confidence of the sumptuous Italian Renaissance Town Hall, erected the year of the Clemenses’ tour.


  The last passenger train left the Erie station in 1970. Just as one can no longer ship anthracite from the coal mines of Pennsylvania to Chicago entirely by water (Jervis Langdon was the first to do so, sending barges through canals in Pennsylvania and New York and through Lake Seneca and the Great Lakes), one can no longer travel from Elmira to Cleveland, or indeed to any other place, by rail.


  You cannot follow the Clemenses’ North American itinerary as they did, by trains and Great Lakes steamers. Like Elmira, many of the North American towns that they visited are no longer served by passenger trains, and the Great Lakes steamers disappeared long ago. Even the Great Lakes freighters no longer take passengers.


  With the help of a few ferry rides, you can visit all the towns on the Clemenses’ North American itinerary by bus, although you will have to double back between towns a few times. But if you are put off by the prospect of waiting for buses in stations as dismal as Elmira’s, your only alternative is to drive. So, on July 14, exactly one hundred years after the Clemenses boarded the train in Elmira, I leave for Cleveland in a small white car.


  Chapter Two


  WHEN THE CLEMENSES ARRIVED IN CLEVELAND, they repaired to Stillman House, where Clemens, nervous and weak, his leg still painful, went immediately to bed. He cheered up in the afternoon, when reporters from all the morning and evening papers called on him for an interview, the first of scores that he would grant during the course of his world tour.


  Despite having to answer the same questions over and over, Clemens willingly submitted to interviews, even when he was tired or ill, as a means of promoting his performances. But promotion was not the whole story. Reporters helped Clemens learn about the local scene, and they served as sounding boards for his impressions. He liked reporters, he could talk to them as an insider, and he relished his interaction with them.


  In this first interview, the reporters asked him if he was the author of Joan of Arc, which Clemens had wanted published anonymously for fear it would otherwise not be taken seriously. It was then being serialized in Harper’s Magazine.


  “I have been asked that question several times,” he replied. “I have always considered it wise, however, to leave an unclaimed piece of literary property alone, until time has shown that no one is going to claim it. Then it is safe to acknowledge that you wrote that whether you did or not. It is in this way that I have become recognized, and respected, as the author of ‘Beautiful Snow,’ ‘Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep,’ and other literary gems.”


  His performance that evening began late, because the enthusiastic friends and relations of a newly married couple, who preceded him with a program of flute and violin solos, demanded and received encores. Even worse, because the performance benefited a newsboys’ home, five hundred newsboys sat along a high tier of benches on the platform, “which made them,” as he wrote to Rogers the next day, “the most conspicuous object in the house. And there was nobody to watch them or keep them quiet. Why, with their seuf-flings and horse-play and noise, it was just a menagerie … They flowed past my back in clattering shoals, some leaving the house, others returning for more skylarking!”


  Nonetheless, he told Rogers, “I got started magnificently.” After hobbling onto the stage of the beastly hot Music Hall, the largest auditorium in Cleveland (“4,200 people present at prices ranging from 25 cents to $1.00,” noted his manager), he introduced a scheme for the regeneration of the human race. “I was solicited to go around the world on a lecture tour by a man in Australia. I asked him what they wanted to be lectured on. He wrote back that those people … would like something solid, something in the way of education, something gigantic; and he proposed that I prepare about three or four lectures at any rate, on just morals, any kind of morals, but just morals, and I liked that idea. I liked it very much, and was perfectly willing to engage in that kind of work, and I should like to teach morals … I do not like to have them taught to me, and I do not know of any duller entertainment than that, but I know I can produce a quality of goods that will satisfy those people.”


  He would, he continued, illustrate his lecture on moral principles with examples of actual transgressions. Crimes, he asserted slowly and solemnly, are “not given to you to be thrown away but for a great purpose.” If you impress upon your mind the lesson from each crime you commit, you will never commit that crime again, which will enable you to “lay up in that way, course by course, the edifice of a personally perfect moral character.” There are 462 crimes, he said, a number which he changed from performance to performance. “When you have committed your 462 you are released of every other possibility and have ascended the staircase of faultless creation, and you finally stand with your 462 complete with absolute moral perfection, and I am more than two-thirds up there. It is immense inspiration to find yourself climbing that way, and have not much further to go.”


  The stories that followed were offered as elaborations on this theme. He told about the first time he stole a watermelon. When he opened it, he found it green. “Now then, I began to reflect…and I said to myself, I have done wrong; it was wrong in me to steal that watermelon.” When he decided to restore it to its rightful owner, as a “right-minded and right-intentioned boy” should do, he “felt that electrical moral uplift which becomes a victory over wrongdoing.” He upbraided the farmer for selling a green watermelon to a trusting customer. The farmer was ashamed; “he said he would never do it again, and I believe that I did that man a good turn, as well as one for myself… I restored the watermelon and made him give me a ripe one. I morally helped him, and I have no doubt that I helped myself at the same time, for that was a lesson which remained with me for my perfection. Ever since that day to this I never stole another one — like that.”


  According to one reviewer, the audience was “convulsed” by his scheme for moral regeneration, but Clemens reported that within a half hour “the scuffling boys had the audience’s maddened attention and I saw it was a gone case; so I skipped a third of my program and quit. The newspapers are kind, but between you and me it was a defeat.”


  But it was not long before he hit his stride. Less than a week later he wrote to Rogers from Mackinac, Michigan, that “at Sault Ste. Marie and here … they say I satisfied my houses. As to satisfying myself, that is quite another matter.” A few days later he wrote to Rogers from Minneapolis: “I am getting into good platform condition at last. It went well, went to suit me, here last night.”


  In Cleveland he used the morals theme as a thread with which to piece together his stories. At some other performances during the world tour there was no common thread at all, but the transitions between stories were always so natural that the unrelated yarns he spun seemed to form a coherent whole. Occasionally his memory would fail him. But he was such a master of his craft that he could segue from the middle of one story to the middle of another without anyone in the audience detecting the slip, not even Olivia Clemens, who knew the stories as well as he did.


  When you read verbatim accounts of his performances in newspaper reviews, you wonder why his material elicited such uncontrollable hilarity. Why would his listeners scream with laughter at a simple story that he strung out for ten minutes? They would, for example, find uproarious the story of a christening at which a minister extols the fine baby before him, foresees the infant as an upstanding young man, predicts a glorious career for him as a poet, soldier, or captain of industry, and learns, when he asks for the child’s name, that it is Mary Ann.


  According to Clemens, there are many kinds of stories, but the humorous story is the one most difficult to tell. “The humorous story is strictly a work of art — high and delicate art — and only an artist can tell it; but no artist is necessary in telling the comic and the witty story; anybody can do it.” Unlike the comic and the witty story, whose effect depends upon their content, the effect of the humorous story depends upon the manner of its telling. “The humorous story is told gravely; the teller does his best to conceal the fact that he even dimly suspects that there is anything funny about it.” If the humorous story ends with a punchline — a nub, point, or snapper as he called it — “in many cases the teller will divert attention from that nub by dropping it in a carefully casual and indifferent way, with the pretence that he does not know it is a nub.” Critics often commented on his deadpan style. “From the time of his stepping out before the footlights to his leaving,” wrote a reviewer in Melbourne, “the lecturer is never guilty of even the ghost of a smile — he is as solemn all the time as a wart on an undertaker’s horse.”


  He took enormous pains to memorize his material and to rehearse its delivery, modifying both in accordance with his audiences’ reactions. Dressed in white tie, starched shirtfront, and tails, he told his stories in a conversational style, as if he were chatting with his hearers. Although he took most of these stories from his writings, he did not recite them verbatim, because even stories written in a vernacular style sound literary when spoken. Rather, he reworked his routines so that their oral delivery would create the illusion of spontaneity. In fact, his delivery was no more spontaneous than the lines spoken by actors impersonating Othello or Hamlet. He memorized his material, utterance by utterance, not only the words themselves but also the manner of their presentation down to the last stammering repetition, hesitation, misplaced emphasis, side remark, and pause, fooling some reviewers into thinking that his performances were impromptu. His seeming naturalness on stage contrasted with the melodramatic theatrical performances and bombastic oratory of the day. Perhaps his most masterful acting lay in his impersonation of Mark Twain, the amiable, even-tempered, and insightful humorist and moralist.


  His listeners’ laughter was sometimes so unrelieved as to be painful to them. Soon after his Cleveland performance, he accepted his wife’s suggestion that he insert serious or poignant material — such as the scene in which Huck decides not to betray Jim — to give his listeners a chance to catch their breath. He had done this successfully in earlier tours, which may explain his readiness to do so again.


  His effectiveness depended in part upon the strategic pause. “The performer,” he wrote, “must vary the length of the pause to suit the shades of difference between audiences. These variations of measurement are so slight, so delicate that they may almost be compared with the shadings achieved by Pratt and Whitney’s ingenious machine which measures the five-millionth part of an inch. An audience is that machine’s twin; it can measure a pause down to that vanishing fraction.” To determine the proper pause, the performer must watch his listeners, which even the most skillful reader cannot do. This is one reason that Clemens quickly abandoned the dramatic readings with which he had experimented ten years before. He wanted to keep his eyes on the audience.


  Perhaps his most spectacular use of the pause was in a story without a grain of humor, the “Golden Arm.” He heard it from Uncle Dan, a slave on his maternal aunt and uncle’s farm near Florida, Missouri, where he spent part of every year as a child.


  On a snowy night, a man goes to his wife’s grave, digs up her body, and takes her arm, solid gold from the shoulder down. On his way home from the graveyard, as he trudges through the snow, he hears a voice. “W-h-o — g-o-t — m-y — g-o-l-d-e-n — arm?” Shivering and shaking, he continues home. The voice follows him. “W-h-o — g-o-t — m-y — g-o-l-d-e-n — arm?” He reaches his home, races up the stairs, throws himself into his bed, and pulls the covers over his head. He hears the stairs creak. He hears the door latch open. He feels something cold by his head. Almost dead from fright, he can hardly breathe. Then the voice says, right at his ear,


  “W-h-o — g-o-t — m-y — g-o-l-d-e-n — arm?”


  After this last quavering, sepulchral question, Clemens would pause. Then he would leap into the air, point at that person who seemed to be following the story most intently, and, with a bloodcurdling cry, shout, “You’ve got it!”


  If the pause was right, the effect was electrifying. But, according to Clemens, “you must get the pause right; and you will find it the most troublesome and aggravating and uncertain thing you ever undertook.”


  He once reminisced about hearing the story as a child. “I know the look of Uncle Dan's kitchen as it was on privileged nights, when I was a child, and I can see the white and black children grouped on the hearth, with the firelight playing on their faces and the shadows flickering upon the walls, clear back toward the cavernous gloom of the rear, and I can hear Uncle Dan telling the immortal tales which Uncle Remus Harris was to gather into his books and charm the world with, by and by; and I can feel again the creepy joy which quivered through me when the time for the ghost-story of the ‘Golden Arm’ was reached — and the sense of regret, too, which came over me, for it was always the last story of the evening, and there was nothing between it and the unwelcome bed.”


  Clemens’s biographer Justin Kaplan suggests that the “Golden Arm” resonated subconsciously for its illustrious teller. As Clemens’s business affairs declined, he relied more and more upon his wife’s fortune, which derived in large part from coal, dug up from the ground. Further, as Clemens told Joel Chandler Harris, the “Golden Arm” was a parable about a man willing “to risk his soul and his nightly peace forever” to become rich.


  Clemens was no stranger to the destruction of nightly peace. His bankruptcy stemmed from his continuing investment in a ravishingly seductive mechanical typesetter, so complicated that it could not be kept working for long. After its failure was clear, it was presented to a museum in a college of engineering, where it was exhibited as the most expensive piece of machinery, for its size, ever built. Its inventor, James W. Paige, who combined mechanical ingenuity and perfectionism with the eloquence of a snake-oil salesman, continually assured Clemens that the typesetter could be completed with just a few more infusions of cash. “He could persuade a fish to come out and take a walk with him,” Clemens confided to his journal. “When he is present I always believe him — I cannot help it.” A century before black holes became known to the world, Clemens, his wife, and his publishing company, whose assets he raided for the typesetter, saw their money sucked into one. Had he heeded the story he told so well, he would have cut his losses years earlier. But the machine obsessed him. The prospect of becoming a tycoon seemed always around the next corner, until the Panic of 1893 pushed his overextended publishing company into collapse. Now, in an effort to repay his creditors, he was galvanizing audiences around the world with the tale of the “Golden Arm.”


  Neither Stillman House, to which Clemens returned after his performance, nor the Music Hall now stands. One hundred years later a brick office building occupies the ground of the former, giving no hint of the spacious lawn that fronted the hotel. As for the auditorium, where thousands climbed its steep stairs to the uncomfortable balconies, it burned down three years after Clemens’s performance.


  Disappointed to find no physical reminders of Clemens’s visit, I take a taxi back to my hotel. The rain that has been threatening all day begins to fall. I tell the pleasant, middle-aged cabbie about my quest for Mark Twain.


  “It’s a shame,” he says, “that schools ban some of his books.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because he represents the best of America.”


  Chapter Three


  MAJOR JAMES B. POND AND HIS WIFE MARTHA accompanied the Clemenses along the North American leg of their journey. Pond, one of America’s top lecture agents, began his career by managing the speaking tour of Ann Eliza Young, Brigham Young’s mutinous nineteenth wife. In 1884-85 he had managed Clemens’s successful joint tour with George Washington Cable, the New Orleans writer. Now, ten years later, he was administering the North American portion of Clemens’s world tour.


  Like many veterans of the Civil War, Major Pond kept his military title. In 1863-64, as commander of a small force in Baxter Springs, Arkansas, he repulsed an attack by Confederate guerrillas who were disguised as Union soldiers. One of a handful of survivors, he was commended for gallantry by his superior officers. Thirty-two years later, in coping with a tired, sick, and irascible Samuel Clemens, he needed not only bravery but skill.


  Pond left a remarkable record of the 1895 North American tour. Not only did he publish a lively account of the journey, but he also photographed it. Both his journal entries, which were the basis for his published account, and his snapshots were published in 1992 by the Center for Mark Twain Studies at Quarry Farm.


  The snapshots, taken with an 1888 Kodak box camera (“You press the button, we do the rest”), show the party traveling and sightseeing across the northern tier of states, with forays into Canada. We see them on board the SS Northland, a luxurious Great Lakes steamship, which took them from Cleveland to Sault Ste. Marie. Clemens, in a dark three-piece suit and thin bow tie, wears a visored flat-topped cap, from which his grayish white curls escape, cascading down the sides and back of his head. A watch chain loops across his vest. Holding a pipe in his left hand, he sits with his back against a wall. He is looking up at a smiling Mrs. Clemens, who bends toward him, speaking. According to Pond, she is urging her husband, who is susceptible to bronchitis, to wear his overcoat on this cold day on the lake. She herself has donned a short cape. The thinnest of veils, attached to a confection of ribbons and artificial flowers atop her head, covers her face, which is viewed here in profile. At forty-nine, ten years younger than Clemens, she is still a good-looking woman.


  In another photo, she is seated next to her husband. The twenty-one-year-old Clara stands between them, her head slightly bowed, apparently speaking. Shading her heart-shaped face is a dark straw boater. Her leg-of-mutton sleeves sheath her lower arms from elbow to wrist and meet the tops of her shiny leather gloves. Around her tiny waist hangs a leather purse. The photograph does not show to advantage her “ink-black hair” or her “large dark eyes,” features that a Sydney newspaper was to mention in September. Her hat covers most of her hair. Her eyes are lowered. Even so, she is enchanting. Pond wrote that she was the loveliest girl he ever saw.


  The three Clemenses, with their dark clothes and sober expressions, might have been waiting for a funeral to begin. Theirs was not a pleasure excursion. They had recently parted from Clara’s two sisters, who had been left under their aunt’s care at Quarry Hill and whom they could not see again for at least a year. A creditor had threatened to seize their luggage in Cleveland. Clemens was dissatisfied with his debut. His wife faced a more formidable job than usual of soothing, encouraging, and protecting him.


  Still, Clemens was pleased that Pond had arranged an itinerary that would take them by steamers and ferries to towns along the Great Lakes before they headed out by train for the rest of the North American tour. The Great Lakes steamers were like oceangoing vessels, which Clemens, perhaps the most traveled writer of his generation, enjoyed. The Northland, for example, with its spacious promenade decks, boasted its own ice plant, producing five tons of ice daily. “I have seen no boat in Europe,” he wrote in his journal, “that wasn’t a garbage barge by comparison.”


  On the second day out, when he appeared on deck for the first time, many passengers made excuses to speak to him. One young man asked him if he had ever seen a shaving stone and then handed him one. It was, reports Pond, “a small, peculiar, fine-grained sandstone, the size of a miniature grindstone, and about the size of an ordinary watch.” The young man explained that if you rubbed it along your face, you would become clean shaven.


  Clemens moved it along his unshaven cheek, expressed astonishment at the result, and transferred it to his pocket. “The Madam,” Pond reported Clemens as saying, “will have no cause to complain of my never being ready in time for church because it takes so long to shave. I will put this into my vest pocket on Sunday. Then, when I get to church, I’ll pull the thing out and enjoy a quiet shave in my pew during the long prayer.” At this time the city of Elmira was enforcing a state law prohibiting barbers from operating on Sunday. “A man may, indeed, shave himself,” wrote a local paper that summer, “but unless he has practiced the art in youth, it is a fearful task, and for a middle-aged gentleman whose beard on a Sunday shows like a stubble field, there is no hope.” This was several years before the introduction of Gillette’s safety razor with its replaceable, double-edged blades.


  When the Northland approached Port Huron, it sailed through a narrow passage with a row of summer cottages on one side. In his journal Clemens described the ship’s progress through the corridor, with “groups of summer-dressed young people all along, waving flags and handkerchiefs, and firing cannon — our boat replying with four toots of the whistle and now and then a cannon and meeting steamers in the narrow way, and once the stately sister-ship of the line crowded with summer-dressed people waving — the rich browns and greens of the rush-grown far-reaching flat lands, with little glimpses of water away on the further edges, the sinking sun throwing a crinkled broad carpet of gold on the water — well, it is the perfection of voyaging.”


  Clemens did not mention that the warm greeting was for himself, his presence on the vessel having been announced. The waving and cannon were a salute to his courage and gallantry in setting out upon a world tour in order to pay his debts, an intention well reported in the press. He was an inspiration during that period of depression, one of the worst in American history.


  Following the Panic of 1893, scores of railroads, hundreds of banks, and almost 16,000 businesses failed, and more than two million workers lost their jobs. The Sunday, July 14, 1895, edition of The New-York Times contained only four notices in the “Help Wanted — Male” column, compared to sixteen times that number in the “Situations Wanted — Male” column. For women, no “Help Wanted” notices appeared at all, whereas more than ninety notices for “Situations Wanted — Female” were listed. (Women then represented about twenty percent of the labor force outside the home.)


  Most of the positions in the situations-wanted columns were for domestic work, particularly as coachmen, butlers, cooks, and chambermaids. A “young girl, lately landed,” sought housework or upstairs work. An “elderly lady, good housekeeper” sought “any light work,” giving an address that was good for two days.


  The average annual wage of a manufacturing worker at the turn of the century was $435. Female sweatshop workers took home four dollars a week. Young girls tending a textile loom made as little as two dollars a week.


  Postage for a first-class letter cost two cents, The New-York Times three cents (to be reduced to a penny three years later), a ride on an electric tram five cents, and a vaudeville ticket twenty-five cents. In Elmira, during the week in which the Clemenses left for Cleveland, Hyland and Brown offered men’s sweaters for twelve and a half cents; Coykendall carried summer corsets for thirty-three cents; and Elmira Crockery sold one-hundred-dish dinner sets for $4.50.


  It is with these incomes and prices in mind that we must view Clemens’s debt. He could pay his firm’s creditors fifty cents on the dollar after the assets of the defunct firm were sold. If he was to repay his firm’s obligations in full — to banks, printers, binders, and dealers in various publishing materials — he would have to raise another $70,000. Rogers reported Clemens’s reaction upon learning how much money was involved: “I need not dream of paying it. I never could manage it.” But, said Rogers, “he stuck to it.”


  In 1995 dollars, $70,000 would be equivalent to about $1,280,000. This is a formidable sum to most of us, but relatively small change to a handful of superstars, who earn millions per year. None of them is more celebrated or more successful than was Mark Twain in his day, yet his debt was anything but trivial. Although his books were best-sellers around the world, in English and in translation, the market for them was smaller than it would be today, both in the number of readers and in their buying power, and the means for promoting them were less powerful, so they earned relatively less than they would now. Movie and television rights were, of course, years away. As for his performances, none could be attended by more than a few thousand souls, whereas audiences of millions are available today. Consequently his value as a writer, performer, and celebrity was less than it would be today, when he could promote huge book and product sales, advertising revenues, and box-office receipts.


  Were Clemens alive today, he could settle a debt of one or two million dollars with relative ease. On the other hand, given his passion for sudden wealth and given the investment opportunities available to a star of his wattage, he is likely to have made a proportionally devastating plunge. Be that as it may, both he and his contemporaries viewed his net debt of $70,000, the debt remaining after all the assets of his firm had been sold, as catastrophic. This was the debt that motivated his world tour.


  Chapter Four


  MOST OF THE HOTELS that hosted the Clemenses during their world tour and most of the auditoriums in which Clemens performed have been destroyed, either by fire or by the wrecking ball. The great majority of these were in city centers, where real estate often became too expensive to justify the low-density structures of one hundred years ago. Even when this was not the case, it was often cheaper to raze a building and construct a new one than to modernize the old one. Among the handful of exceptions is Michigan’s Grand Hotel, on Mackinac Island.


  The Clemenses arrived at the island on July 19, by means of an Arnold Line ferry, five days after leaving Elmira. Clemens had performed the night before at the Grand Opera House in Sault Ste. Marie, where a woman in the audience suffered a heart attack, brought on, perhaps, from convulsive laughing. Today the same line that ferried the Clemens party, now the Arnold Transit Company, brings you to the island. One hundred feet above Lake Huron, the huge, white, colonnaded hotel, built of pine and topped by a cupola, is still the island’s most prominent landmark.


  Most of the island is a state park. Neither in the park itself nor on the remainder of the island are automobiles permitted, save a few government vehicles. When the ferry docks, an emissary of the hotel takes your bag and places it on a horse-drawn wagon. If you are too feeble or tired for the ten-minute walk up the gentle hill to the hotel, a horse-drawn bus will transport you. The Victorian horse-drawn wagons are romantic, but you have to watch your step. One horse produces five tons of manure a year. A squad of young men is kept busy sweeping up.


  At the time of the Clemenses’ visit, the hotel dining room was two stories high. From a balcony a twelve-piece orchestra played Victor Herbert’s latest compositions. The tables, covered with fine Irish linen, supported heavy silverware and the best European glass and china. In 1895, when physical amplitude was admired, the guests ate three full, leisurely meals a day, and the best chefs were employed to encourage them to do so. Those chefs would have been surprised if not horrified by the low-fat cottage cheese, salt and butter substitutes, and vegetable plate that are offered by the hotel today.


  Today’s dining room no longer soars, its ceiling having been lowered to accommodate additional guest rooms. A five-piece combo has replaced the twelve-piece orchestra. But grandeur has not vanished entirely. You can find it in the dining room staff, stately, physically impressive men, who serve you deftly and who speak softly to each other in Jamaican créole. This evening, on my first visit to the dining room, their clientele is exclusively white.


  The hotel was once a watering place for the rich, those who could afford three to five dollars per night for the room alone and who would often stay for weeks. The guests are still prosperous, or so it seems as they parade into the dining room. Everyone obeys the hotel’s evening dress code: for men, jackets and ties; for women, what the hotel calls “one’s best clothes.” Most of the men wear blazers and slacks. The women favor street-length dresses, many in flowered silk, and loose pantsuits. No evening gowns. No gorgeous fabrics. No decolletage. No spectacular jewels.


  One hundred years ago, a female guest would have had to bring many changes of clothing to be properly attired. At Grand Hotel (the hotel insists on dropping the article from its name), women brought outfits for morning promenades as well as changes for lunch, afternoon tea, and dinner. They required hats. They required gloves. They required the several detachable collars and cuffs that were made for each dress. And, because Victorian women avoided tanning in deference to the ideal of a peaches-and-cream complexion, they required parasols.


  The Clemens women required, in addition, ball gowns. At a September ball given at Government House in Sydney, for example, Clara would wear a gown of buttercup satin, with cream lace, while her mother would wear one of white figured silk. They also had to pack sets of extensive undergarments, including corsets, camisoles, and petticoats.


  One advantage of the large amount of clothing that women wore in those days was that it prevented sweat from penetrating beyond the layer next to the skin. Most grime on clothing was external, caused by street filth and air pollution. Horse-drawn vehicles splashed clothes with mud. Horse droppings, which were hard to avoid, and the dirt and mud of the streets, then mostly unpaved, soiled trouser cuffs or the hems of long dresses. Coal smoke, from cooking and heating as well as from industrial uses, smudged clothes as well. So the Victorian custom of changing for the evening meal was not an affectation. When you came home you had to remove your external garments, brush off the dirt, and then put them aside if you could not clean them right away.


  When washing or cleaning a dress, it was common practice to open up the seams, even elaborate garments with forty to fifty yards of fabric, lay out all the sections on a clean table, smooth out the creases, scrub each side with soapy water and then rinse (or, if the dress could not be washed, apply a cleaning agent such as gin), before sewing the sections back together. Since cleaning was often time-consuming, travelers had to pack enough garments so that they could wear clean clothes while dirt was being removed from the soiled ones. Indeed, the Clemenses and Ponds traveled with an impressive amount of baggage: sixteen pieces of hand luggage and a multitude of vast steamer trunks.


  The summer of 1895 was a hot one. Pond complained that in Cleveland the temperature reached ninety degrees in the shade at seven-thirty in the morning. He recorded ninety-eight degrees on board the SS Northland, on the Great Lakes. When he and Clemens left the women on Mackinac Island, on Saturday, July 20, for an engagement on the mainland in Petoskey, a small resort town, they found forest fires on both sides of the track. According to Pond, the smoke was “so thick as to be almost stifling.”


  In Petoskey, a reporter for The Daily Resorter wrote an account of an interview with Clemens that included a fabrication. The reporter put words into Clemens’s mouth in order to ridicule a plan for a volunteer newspaper, organized by a schoolmaster named Hall, as a means for teaching journalism. “The scheme to get people to do reportorial work under the fond delusion that they are ‘learning journalism’ struck [Clemens] as going one better than the scheme by which one of his juvenile heroes got the other boys to whitewash his fence.”


  The next day, after he had returned to Mackinac Island and read the interview, Clemens sent a note to Pond: “This is too bad. Here for the first time since I started from the east language is manufactured for me. I have said not a single word about Dr. Hall’s paper. I don’t like being used as a waste pipe for the delivery of another man’s bile.” Pond immediately forwarded the note to Hall, who relayed it to The Daily Resorter’s rival, The Petoskey Record. The Record published it along with the offending interview and a defense of Hall’s scheme.


  The Clemenses and the Ponds left the island on Sunday, July 21, sailing on the SS Northwest, and arrived in Duluth at nine the following evening, late for Clemens’s performance. Their vessel had been delayed at the locks between Lakes Huron and Superior, where Pond observed hundreds of sailing boats and steamers waiting their turn. Clemens, already dressed for his performance, was the first passenger off the ship. His driver rushed him to the First Methodist Church, where 1,250 ticket buyers had been seated for more than an hour in hundred-degree heat. “I am very glad, indeed,” he drawled, “that my strenuous efforts did succeed in getting me here just in time.” Clemens did not like to perform in churches, where audiences, he thought, were reluctant to laugh.


  After his performance in Duluth, Clemens appeared in Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Winnipeg. By the time he reached Winnipeg he felt secure about his first program and was ready to try out his second. He found it thirty-five minutes too long. At the end of an hour and a half, the length of his typical performance, he offered to stop, but the audience urged him to continue, and so he did. “Thus far,” he wrote to Rogers the day after he left Winnipeg, “I have had more people in three opera houses than they’ve ever had in them before, winter or summer; and they swelter there with admirable patience; they all stay and see me through.”


  One of his auditors in Winnipeg was the young Stephen Leacock. He told Clemens that he had always wanted to have a brief word with him. “Why why?” asked Clemens. The young man replied, “for what you said about the owl from Nova Scotia.” Leacock was referring to “Jim Baker’s Bluejay “ a yarn from il Tramp Abroad and one of the staples in Clemens’s platform appearances. The story tells of a bluejay who tried to fill a deserted shack with acorns, dumping them through a knothole in the roof. For three years birds came from all over the United States to laugh at this performance. But an owl from Nova Scotia, who dropped in on his way home from Yosemite, saw nothing funny in it. Yosemite disappointed him, too. In response to Leacock, Clemens laughed and said, “I’ll move that owl to Montana to-morrow.”


  It was in Winnipeg that Clemens added his name to a petition urging clemency for Maria Barbella, a young Italian immigrant who had been sentenced to death. “I have read all about the case,” he wrote along with his signature, “and hold it a privilege to be allowed to sign the petition.” Barbella was the first woman in New York to be condemned to death after the state introduced the electric chair seven years before. She was to be executed during the week of August 19.


  Maria Barbella had been been convicted of murdering her lover, Domenico Cataldo, who had promised to marry her but had repeatedly reneged. Shortly before she killed him, she learned that he had a wife in Italy Nonetheless, on the day of the murder, she went to a bar where he was playing cards and demanded that he marry her.


  “Only hogs marry,” he said.


  Slowly she walked behind his chair, brought her arms up around his neck as if to embrace him, pulled back his head, and cut his throat. She had been carrying an old razor in her hand.


  The defense claimed that her life had been blameless until she met Cataldo, that his brutal behavior had goaded her to desperation, and that she had been unable to control her fiery temper. After a two-day trial, which began the week before the Clemenses left Elmira, the jurors accepted the prosecution’s claim that the killing was premeditated. They deliberated for an hour and a half. When the judge imposed the mandatory death penalty, he told Barbella, through an interpreter, that “the evidence produced, mainly undisputed, was overwhelming in proof of your guilt.”


  Immediately thereafter, prominent Italian Americans went to work on her behalf. Thousands of people, including Lillian Russell as well as Clemens, signed a petition for pardon. Activists on Barbella’s behalf organized mass meetings and parlor meetings. Letters and telegrams pleading for mercy poured into the Governor’s office. A prominent clergyman preached a sermon in her support, referring to an incident in the Gospels in which a sinful woman is told to “go and sin no more.” He said that Barbella ought to be exonerated “because what she did the public believes was excusable.”


  The New-York Times thundered against efforts to secure a pardon: “For Gov. Morton to pardon the murderess would be to violate his oath of office… The facts in the case are self-evident to all not mentally blind. A savage murder was committed to avenge a wrong … There is absolutely nothing more to the case than that.” The governor’s private secretary accused those who signed the petition of being ignorant of the facts. “All that is apparent is a sensational craze pervading the whole country … on behalf of the prisoner.”


  The assistant district attorney who prosecuted Barbella issued a statement in response to the public agitation. He claimed to possess evidence — which he had not introduced in court because, he said, he had not wanted to make her look even worse — that Maria Barbella went willingly to live with her lover on the basis of a financial arrangement. The lover had promised, according to the prosecutor, to give her half of the $825 deposited in his savings account, and when he later refused to give her $400, she became enraged and threatened to kill him.


  A new defense attorney took on the case pro bono, filed an appeal, and won a new trial. At Barbella’s second trial, he argued that she had inherited “psychical epilepsy,” which allowed her to commit an act unconsciously, even though she could recall it later. After less than an hour’s deliberation, the jury acquitted her, delighting the women in the crowded courtroom. In broken English, Maria Barbella thanked each juror. They returned her greeting, reported The New-York Times, “as though it had been a pleasure to acquit her.”


  After the weekend in which he signed the petition, Clemens and his party left Winnipeg and traveled to Crookston, Minnesota, where they stayed at the new Hotel Crookston. The town was proud of the hotel, which it considered the finest in the Northwest. The party arrived two nights before the hotel’s gala opening, so they were its first guests and, that night, its only ones. True, they had to wait several hours before an electrician persuaded the lights to work, but this did not bother Clemens, who went to bed immediately. The hotel, built to last one hundred years, the first in the area with hot and cold running water and electric lights, was knocked down in the 1960s.


  The Grand Opera House, where Clemens performed and elephants once appeared on the stage, burned down in the 1980s. It had not been used as an auditorium since 1912, when new fire laws prohibited the operation of a theater entered from an upper story. Nonetheless, its site is still called the Opera Block.


  Although these buildings have disappeared, the memory of Mark Twain’s visit remains. In 1994, Ed Melby, chief curator of the Polk County Historical Society, impersonated Twain in the town’s annual Ox Cart Days Festival. A tall man of about seventy, with a full head of white hair and a firm, cleft chin, he dressed in his father’s white suit, stuck a drooping white cotton mustache onto his upper lip, and rode through town on a float in the Torchlight Parade. He won a prize for the best historical entry. Mark Twain’s performance, Mr. Melby tells me, was such an important event that special trains were run. Some of the sleeping cars were left on the sidings to save passengers the cost of a hotel.


  On the day of his Crookston performance, Clemens wrote to Rogers that he hoped his audience would allow him to lengthen his program by adding a new piece that he hoped to try out. “But I won’t without their consent, for a special train-load of them are coming 180 miles and I must not tire them.”


  It was a small town then, with only 3,992 persons. The count probably overlooked residents such as “the servant girl and the hired man,” according to the Crookston Daily Times. The paper would have liked “to see the record increased beyond the 4,000 mark at least, if for no other reason than to gratify the pride of the people.” As to municipal services, a horse and wagon picked up the garbage, and twice a week a team pulling a wooden, barrel-like tank of water on wheels flushed down the streets, unpaved until the twentieth century. Fires were fought by a volunteer force. Its ladders were chained and padlocked to a large tree in front of the Merchant’s National Bank, so that the firemen would not have to hunt up the housepainter during a fire call.


  The Daily Times told its readers that “this is the first and will probably be the last opportunity the people of the Northwest will have of seeing the man who stands today as perhaps the most popular author in the world … no one who can possibly afford it should allow it to be said that they neglected to see this celebrated man.” Later the paper gave his performance a rave review, which declared that “the close attention he received must have been very gratifying. Of course there were a few who had gone with the idea of hearing something on the negro minstrel order and these were disappointed.”


  From Crookston, Clemens wrote to Rogers: “I’m stealing a moment to scribble this line. I have to steal my odd moments, for I am at work all the time on my lectures, on board the trains and everywhere.” He was practicing and testing new material, introducing about twenty new items during the North American segment of his tour.


  The morning after the Crookston performance, the Clemenses and Ponds rose at three-thirty in order to catch the 4:00 A.M. train. When they arrived at the station five minutes before their scheduled departure, they found a notice on the bulletin board that the Pacific Mail was one hour and twenty minutes late. The morning was chilly and the waiting room dismal, so they walked up and down the platform. Clemens grumbled and griped. He insisted that he had contracted with Pond to travel and not to wait around railroad stations at five in the morning. Mrs. Clemens suggested that he was not entirely reasonable. No, he said, standing next to a baggage truck, he was entirely reasonable. Pond should fulfill his contract by wheeling him about on the baggage truck. “He insisted on traveling,” wrote Pond, “so he got aboard the baggage truck and I travelled’ him up and down the platform.”


  As the sun rose at five, Clara snapped the scene: Pond, in an overcoat and straw boater, trundles Clemens, who faces him. Clemens’s overcoat collar is drawn up to his ears, and his feet dangle over the cart. Olivia Clemens, her hand shielding her eyes from the rising sun, looks out at her daughter, whose long shadow appears on the print. Martha Pond, in white boater and veil, is half hidden behind a great pile of trunks.


  The train took them west, through the prairies of North Dakota, the fields green with wheat just ripening, then onward across the Missouri River. The next day, at seven-thirty in the morning, the train deposited the Clemenses and Ponds in Great Falls, Montana, where Pond complained that “the extortions from porters, baggagemen, and bellboys surpass anything I know of. The smallest money is two bits here — absurd.”


  Clemens noted in his journal that he changed his watch for the third time. He probably meant twice, since Great Falls, as today, was only two zones away from New York. Standard time zones were only twelve years old, having been determined not by the government but by an association of railroad managers in 1883. The time zones did not become federal law until 1918.


  Great Falls was the first town in which Clemens felt well enough to walk outside. Pond photographed him sitting in front of a tarpaper shack on the outskirts of town and holding two kittens to his chest. Clemens, who was fond of cats, is trying to buy them from the kittens’ owner, a small, barefoot girl in a white bonnet and long-sleeved dress, who looks apprehensively at the camera. Pond reported that after she tearfully refused to part with them, Clemens restored her good humor by telling her a story. Her frowning, frowzy, tired-looking young mother, in long-sleeved blouse and long skirt, stands next to her, holding the hand of a younger daughter. A third girl, a towhead in high buttoned shoes and dotted, long-sleeved dress, stands within reach of the great man.


  Paris Gibson, founder of Great Falls, and his brother took the Clemenses and Ponds to the Giant Springs, one of the world’s largest freshwater springs, and to Rainbow Falls. Lewis and Clark noted the deep blue-green color of the springs seething out of the ground on the banks of the Missouri, a color that both Pond and Clemens mentioned in their journals. On the way, the party saw a young cowboy, who was showing off, thrown over his horse’s head. The horse was injured and Clemens would likely not have been sorry if the cowboy had been, too.


  A few years after the Clemenses’ visit, the Rainbow Falls were diminished by the construction of a dam at the site. But as for the springs, even today its color is as beautiful as ever, as it flows into the Missouri, creating a ribbon, several hundred feet long, within the river. The site, now a state park, with well-kept lawns and mature shade trees, provides a luxurious setting quite unlike the rough, treeless scrub that forms the background of a photo of Sam and Olivia Clemens, Martha Pond, and Paris Gibson at the springs.


  The excursion, a long ride from town, tired everyone, particularly Clemens. His act that night at the Opera House (which became a venue for wrestling matches before it was torn down in 1955) was not his best. This almost broke his heart, according to Pond. The next day, while they traveled from Great Falls to Butte, Clemens brooded about his disappointing performance.


  But he more than made up for it that night in Butte. Pond “escorted Mrs. Clemens and Clara to a box in the theatre, expecting to return immediately to the hotel, but I found myself listening, and sat through the lecture, enjoying every word … I had never known him to be quite so good. He was great. The house was full and very responsive.”


  Clemens found a sophisticated audience, “intellectual and dressed in perfect taste,” he noted in his journal, a “London-Parisian-New York audience out in the mines.” The audience probably included, along with their families, the owners and managers of mines, smelters, and reduction works, their senior technicians, and the principals and senior employees of the banking, freighting, and merchandising enterprises that had arisen to serve the town.


  After the lecture, Clemens and Pond went to what the latter described as “a fine club, where champagne and stories blended until twelve.” This was probably the Silver Bow Club, which survives to this day, although in different quarters. Clemens, whose preferred nightcap, according to Pond, was “hot Scotch, winter and summer, without any sugar, and never before 11 P.M.,” did not drink the champagne.


  The elegance of the club contrasted with the rawness and bleakness of the town. Butte arose as a mining camp in the 1860s, with first gold, then silver, and finally copper dominating its economy Demand for copper, an ideal medium for electrical conduction, had grown enormously with the development of electric lights, street railways, and telephones. When the Clemenses visited Butte, it was one of the largest and rowdiest mining towns of the period, with almost three hundred saloons (open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week), as well as a suitable complement of whorehouses, gambling parlors, and dance halls. Its red-light district was one of the largest in the country.


  Open dumps of roasting ore, which the local Indians called “stink pits,” released clouds of sulphur and arsenic fumes, settling over the town in a pall so dense that streetlights sometimes burned during the day. The town was grim. Mining magnates built lavish mansions, but they could not front them with lawns. Grass would not grow. The leaves of houseplants left near an open window would yellow and wither, and the plant would die. The town was a wasteland of smelters, roasting ovens, cranes, and smoke stacks, a black and yellow industrial splotch upon a landscape of wildflowers, foothills, and canyons.


  The mines that ran beneath the town, some sunk to the depth of almost a mile, were exceedingly dangerous. Many miners were killed in work accidents. They fell down shafts. They were blown up by premature explosions. They were mangled by machinery. They were crushed by falling rock. In the words of a song from western Ireland, from which many of the miners came, the streets of Butte were paved with Irish bones.


  Working conditions in the mines were nightmarish. The great depth made ventilation difficult. Carbon dioxide levels were twenty times that of country air, ten times that of Butte air. It was so hot and humid that although the miners drank gallons of water (delivered in open wooden barrels and thus a source of typhoid), many had no need to urinate during a full ten-hour shift; they sweated all the water out. If they were not killed or mutilated, or disabled by tuberculosis, which spread in the close quarters of rooming houses, the work-life expectancy of Butte miners was about fifteen years.


  But the pay was good and the work steady. By the time of the Clemenses’ visit, underground miners earned $100 per month, almost three times the average for industrial workers nationwide, enough to permit home ownership. Also enough for a ticket to Clemens’s performance, if they had the energy to attend it after ten hours of brutal labor.


  Although Butte was rowdy, barren, and grim, it offered some of the amenities of cosmopolitan high culture besides theaters, including literary societies and lessons in dancing, singing, and French. Modistes traveled to Paris every year to buy gowns and select designs, so that rich Butte women could wear the latest French fashions.


  Today, the smelters and reduction works gone, Butte is not the environmental disaster it was one hundred years ago. But it is, to be kind, a dump. It remains a casualty of the drop in copper prices about twenty years ago, which forced the Anaconda Copper Mining Company to abandon first its deep mining near the center of town, which had become more and more costly as the veins played out, and then its open-pit mining in the eastern part of town.


  My motel stands in the “historic uptown,” which occupies a steep slope looking out at flatlands and the snowy peaks beyond. At the top of the slope stand derelict rigs or headframes. These supported cables that lowered miners, dynamite, timbers, ore cars, and, in Clemens’s day, mules, into the mines. Scattered among the frames, which stand on terraces of yellow waste, are disused workshops that once serviced the mines.


  Nearby on Broadway, many upper stories are vacant, with gray rotted curtains hanging in those windows that are not boarded or bricked up. Faded slogans painted on the sides of buildings, such as “Creamery Cafe, Booths for Ladies,” or “National Trunk Factory,” serve as tombstones for dead businesses.


  With little economic incentive to replace them, dozens of turn -of-the-century buildings remain. A few opulent mansions now serve as down-at-heel B&Bs or funeral homes. The Dumas, built in 1890 as a “parlor house” or brothel, once employing one hundred women in three daily shifts, operated for almost one hundred years, closing in 1982. But it has opened again. As a museum.


  Maguire’s Grand Opera House, where Clemens performed, did not survive, but next to its site stands a three-story structure built in 1891 by the Independent Order of Good Templars, a temperance organization. A plaque affixed to the building cites the Templar ethic: “Never cease until the last vestige of that fearful vice … is driven from our land.” The building now houses a saloon.


  Anaconda, twenty-six miles to the west, was the site of Clemens’s next performance. Anaconda, where an alert vendor was advertising “Mark Twain cigars,” was even more hideous than Butte. Its immense smelter, constructed in the 1880s, sent into the atmosphere clouds of noxious smoke seen from thirty miles away, producing air pollution so horrific that nothing could grow even on the hills nearby. It also created enormous black heaps of slag, which greet you today at the entrance to town. Part of these, when decontaminated under the supervision of the Environmental Protection Agency, will form sand traps in a new golf course. Behind the course, on land that lay bare for one hundred years, grass now grows. Nothing remains of the smelter today except its 585-foot smokestack, built in 1918, said to be the world’s tallest free-standing brick structure. Now the nearby hills are becoming green. Schoolchildren plant trees there once a year.


  Marcus Daly, who discovered and developed the rich copper deposits in Butte, where he founded the Anaconda Copper Company, built the smelter, and established and ran the town. One of eleven children born to a poor Irish family in County Cavan, he left home for America when he was fifteen, without a day of formal schooling. He started his mining career in 1865, after he had been in the country for nine years, when he became a common laborer in the Nevada Territory, at Virginia City’s Comstock silver mine.


  This was a year after Clemens had left Virginia City, where he had worked as a reporter for the Territorial Enterprise. So the claim by Daly’s biographer that Daly not only met Clemens in Virginia City but knew him well enough “that he could have had a hand in the fake holdup perpetrated on the great writer” is unlikely to be true.


  Almost thirty years before his performance in Butte, Clemens was the victim of an elaborate practical joke in Virginia City. Denis McCarthy, a former co-owner of the Enterprise, organized the stunt along with Steve Gillis, a friend and former Enterprise colleague of Clemens’s. After a Clemens performance at Gold Hill, he and McCarthy were walking back to Virginia City At the lonely Gold Hill Divide, a place notorious for its holdups, masked men confronted them with six-shooters. With silver dollars at the sides of their tongues to disguise their speech, they told Clemens and McCarthy to put up their hands. According to Gillis, who described the event about forty years later, Clemens “wasn’t a bit scared or excited. He talked to the robbers in his regular fashion … He was cool all the time.” When Clemens started to lower his hands to comply with the bandits’ demand that he turn over his gold watch and the receipts from his performance, they told him to stick them up again. How could he give them his valuables, he asked, without his hands? His treasure, he said, did not lie in heaven.


  When Clemens learned that the robbery had been a hoax, he was, according to Gillis, “mad clear through.” He canceled the extra performance he had scheduled in Virginia City, where he had planned to tell about the holdup, and decamped for San Francisco.


  Whether or not he ever met Clemens, Daly became a great tycoon, one of Montana’s Copper Kings. To promote Anaconda as a potential state capital, he built the lavish brick Montana Hotel in 1889. Special trains ran from Helena, Butte, and Great Falls to transport 1,500 guests to the hotel’s opening ball, at which the wife of one copper magnate wore a necklace of diamonds and rubies. Clemens and Pond, who had left the women behind in Butte, spent the night there.


  A few blocks from the hotel stood the Evans Opera House, where Clemens performed. The manager, who had known him thirty years before, was eager to bring him to Anaconda. But the town was too small to support the expectations of the manager, who was unable to produce what he had contracted to pay. “The manager was short about sixty dollars,” reported Pond. “I took what he had, and all he had.” When Clemens learned of this, he disapproved. “And you took the last cent that poor fellow had! Send him a hundred dollars, and if you can’t afford to stand your share, charge it all to me. I’m not going around robbing poor men who are disappointed in their calculations as to my commercial value. I’m poor… but I don’t want to get money in that way.”


  Chapter Five


  CLEMENS REACHED HELENA, his next stop, on August 3, 1895, almost three weeks after leaving Elmira. Today the green, well-tended town seems heavenly after Butte and Anaconda. Grassy hills studded with ponderosa pine roll into the tree-shaded town. Downtown, the Montana Club stands on the piers of the original club, a magnificent Gothic Revival building in which the town’s millionaires entertained Clemens after his performance.


  In 1885, when the club was founded, Helena was enjoying a skyrocketing boom, fueled by its position as capital of the state, its proximity to gold fields and silver and lead deposits, and the arrival two years before of the Northern Pacific Railway, which soon quadrupled the population and substantially increased the traffic of goods into and out of the town. By 1888 the town was crawling with millionaires, fifty in all, about one for every 250 people. But by the time the Clemenses arrived, the town was less opulent. The Panic of 1893 had destroyed the boom, and Helena never regained its once fabulous prosperity.


  The Montana Club was among the first of the dozens of men’s clubs that were to honor Clemens during his world tour. Such dinners were formal, stag affairs offering numerous courses and plenty of wine. Champagne would accompany each of the eight or so scheduled toasts. In response to the obligatory toast in his honor, Clemens would give an extemporaneous talk, which usually caused the club members to explode with laughter.


  On the night the club entertained Clemens, a few guests had come from Virginia City, Nevada, in order to see the man they had known thirty years before. One of them, now very rich, interrupted the toast to Clemens. “Hold on a minute,” Pond recorded him as saying. “Before we go further I want to say to you, Sam Clemens, that you did me a dirty trick over there in Silver City, and I’ve come here to have a settlement with you.” After a dreadful silence, Clemens drawled, “Let’s see. That — was — before — I — reformed — wasn’t — it?” One of the guests, former U. S. Senator Wilbur Fisk Sanders, defused the tension by suggesting that since the man from Silver City had never reformed, Clemens and all the others should forgive him and drink together. Clemens told stories until after midnight and then walked back with Pond to their hotel, “up quite a mountain,” according to Pond, who observed that Clemens was getting strong. This was Clemens’s first hard walk since leaving Elmira.


  It was in Missoula, the Clemenses’ next stop, that Pond saw “the first sign of the decadence of the horse: a man riding a bicycle … leading a horse to a nearby blacksmith shop.” Pond photographed the scene at Clemens’s suggestion. They were riding in a horse-drawn bus to the Florence Hotel, which offered all modcons including steam heat, electric lights, and electric bells. When the hotel was rebuilt in 1941, having burned down twice before, it included a parking garage, for automobiles, not bicycles.


  By 1895, when automobiles or horseless carriages were merely a rich man’s toy, bicycles had become such a craze that commentators predicted the death of the horse. Livery stable owners complained bitterly about declining business. The danger of colliding with cyclists induced some timid souls to give up their carriages, while others, particularly the younger set, preferred the bicycle to the horse. Merchants in Chicago claimed that no one had any extra cash because everyone was either saving money for a bicycle or buying one on the installment plan. Buyers were found even among those who figured their expenses so closely that a day’s outing with their friends meant that they could not afford a streetcar fare for several weeks. Still, according to an article in The New-York Times, “the cycle will stay; progression is the law, and events do not move backward.”


  The bicycle is unlikely to have become popular if it had remained in its earlier form, the high “ordinary,” with its huge front wheel and tiny rear one, derisively known as the “penny-farthing,” after the largest and smallest British copper coins in circulation. The small back wheel set up an uncomfortable vibration, the rider had to pedal very quickly in order to maintain a decent speed, and, with the seat placed next to the handlebar above the tall front wheel, the rider was often pitched overboard when the tire encountered a small obstacle. (The expression “to take a header” is said to derive from the consequence of your front wheel’s stopping suddenly.) In Hartford, during the mid-1880s, Clemens hired a young man to teach him to ride the penny-farthing. “Mr. Clemens,” the young man said, “it’s remarkable — you can fall off a bicycle more different ways than the man that invented it.” In an essay burlesquing his difficulties in learning to ride, Clemens advised his readers to get a bicycle. “You will not regret it, if you live.”


  The bicycle that supplanted the penny-farthing, and the one Pond saw in Missoula, was the modern, rear-driven “safety,” with wheels of equal or nearly equal size. After pneumatic tires were introduced in 1888, bicycles became hugely popular. Within two years, the safety monopolized the field. The postal service, the army, and the police used it. Delivery and messenger boys used it. Rich and poor used it both for exercise and for transportation.


  Bicycle schools sprang up all over the world. Ten days after the Clemenses reached Australia, the premier of Victoria joined a class held in a gloomy, circular arena in downtown Melbourne. A reporter from the Argus recorded the scene. The premier “grasps the handles, and fixing his eyes about fifteen feet in front (as instructed), just the distance of the front Opposition bench, swamps the tiny seat, and … announces that he is ‘ready to begin!’ The teacher catches hold of all he can find of the saddle, and with a few preliminary wobbles, jactitation of legs commences. Slowly and gravely, almost painfully, the stately figure, with its supporting attendant, moves away into the heavy shadows, the white shirt-sleeved arms, like teapot handles, being the last portion of the citizen swallowed up in the darkness.”


  Although the hire of horses and light wagons declined, the horse was by no means dead. Well into the twentieth century, hitching posts and mounting blocks lined the streets of American towns. Just as filling stations, car dealerships, and auto accessory shops mark the modern urban landscape, so livery stables, feed barns, blacksmiths, and wagon and harness shops were everyday features of late-nineteenth-century towns. So was manure swarming with flies. New York City’s horses were said to deposit two and a half million pounds of manure and sixty thousand gallons of urine per day


  It was a wagon fitted with seats and drawn by four mules that transported Clemens to Fort Missoula, four miles from town, the day after his performance at Missoula’s Bennett Opera House, where the audience was composed mainly of officers from the fort and their families. The commander, Lieutenant Colonel Burt, had invited the whole party to lunch. Clemens had decided to walk slowly to the fort by himself— he thought it would do him good — but had taken the wrong road and did not discover his mistake until he had walked five or six miles. He was retracing his steps when Major Pond, who was being driven out to the fort, having been preceded by Olivia and Clara Clemens and Mrs. Pond, sighted him and picked him up. Clemens was “too tired to express disgust.”


  The fort was staffed by seven companies of the Twenty-fifth U.S. Colored Regiment. (Military segregation, abolished only after the Second World War, meant that white and black enlisted men served in separate units. Officers of black units were usually white.) When Clemens stepped out of the wagon, he was met by a sergeant who told him he was under arrest. The soldier marched him unprotesting across the parade ground to the guardhouse, where Colonel Burt met him and apologized for the practical joke. It was an old gag, which Clemens recognized.


  The Clemenses and the Ponds heard a thirty-piece band, “one of the finest military bands in America,” according to Pond, and watched a military drill. Clemens confessed to his journal that during the trooping of the colors, he had to be reminded to remove his hat and then to dispose of his cigar.


  Pond reported learning that “colored soldiers were more subordinate and submissive to rigid drill and discipline than white men,” and were less prone to desertion. Clemens noted in his journal that the soldiers looked like gentlemen, that the younger ones, educated in the public schools, could perform clerical duties, and that the black chaplain was saluted just like any other officer. Thirty years after the conclusion of the Civil War, most Americans viewed the second-class citizenship of blacks as an acceptable fact of life. Booker T Washington, regarded by whites as the leader of the Negro race, declared in 1895 that the Southern white man was the Negro’s best friend. The status of black American citizens had reached its nadir.


  The night before the Clemenses left for Cleveland, a mob of seventy-five white men removed two black prisoners from an Arkansas jail. The two had been accused of murdering a white man. The horde took them to a nearby forest, gave them a moment to pray, and hanged them. The lynchers made no effort to conceal their identities.


  The 1890s averaged more than 150 lynchings per year. Most of the victims were black, and most were killed in the South, where, a few years after the end of the Civil War, it had become an unwritten rule to lynch every black charged with assault, rape, or murder of a white person. Lynch victims were hanged, shot, even burned at the stake. Respectable, churchgoing citizens defended such practices as an unfortunate but necessary deterrent. Whether or not lynching performed this function, it could serve other purposes: in 1893, white pioneers in Oklahoma bragged about frightening away black land claimants by threats of lynching. “That’s right,” their neighbors told them, “we don’t want any niggers in this country.”


  The 1890s witnessed the heaviest toll of lynchings in American history, as well as an increase in Jim Crow laws. Lynching so outraged Clemens that, moved by an atrocity in Missouri a few years after the conclusion of his tour, he proposed to his publisher an encyclopedia of American lynching. He even wrote an introduction, “The United States of lyncherdom,” an essay that bitterly castigated the moral cowardice of the majority of American citizens, North and South, who opposed such barbarism but were afraid to speak out against it.


  The day before I left Elmira for Cleveland, I submitted myself to a barber. He asked me what I was doing in Elmira. After I told him, he said that he remembered a tailor who had once served Mark Twain. The tailor had described him as “overbearing and demanding.” “Of course I didn’t know Mark Twain,” continued the barber, “but I did know Ernie Davis.” Ernie Davis was another local hero, the first black recipient of the Heisman Trophy.


  “What was he like?”


  “He was a nice guy. He knew his place.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He always came to the back door.”
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