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Introduction
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn:

A Novel of Troubling Greatness

Ernest Hemingway, T. S. Eliot, Ralph Ellison, and Toni Morrison are just a few of the illustrious American writers and critics who have praised Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885) as one of the greatest—if not the greatest—American novel ever written. Generations of Huck fans are inclined to agree. Huckleberry Finn offers so much on so many levels—rollicking physical comedy, searing social criticism, dazzingly beautiful descriptive passages—it has delighted, inspired, and intrigued both academic and general readers alike for more than one hundred years.
The book is undeniably funny. At the simplest level, it is a story about an uneducated teenager, Huck, and a fugitive slave, Jim, trying to escape their oppressors by heading down the Mississippi River together on a raft. The views on life, morality, fun, and friendship Huck and Jim share with us as they travel are often hilarious. But Twain’s comedy had a tragic side. His humor stemmed from his highly critical view of humanity. Throughout the book, mingled with and even underlying the humor, is a dark vision of the corruption and cruelty of humankind. Twain gives particular attention to the institution of slavery and the effects of religious hypocrisy.
Praise for Huckleberry Finn has hardly been unanimous, however. From the moment it was published, the book was attacked by critics concerned about its potentially destructive power. Early reviewers considered the book coarse and morally questionable. More recent readers have been outraged by Twain’s use of racial epithets. Such concerns have prompted communities across the United States to ban the book multiple times over the years and caused many teachers to avoid using the book in their classes for fear of upsetting their students.
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is certainly not a simple adventure story. It is a tragicomic book that delves deeply into several complicated, emotionally charged subjects. It is also the finest book written by one of America’s most original authors. Twain’s insights into human nature are profound and his writing is unparalleled. Readers who are willing to be amused, saddened, enchanted, disgusted, and even offended—all within the space of a few chapters—will find themselves amply rewarded by taking a trip down the river with Huck and Jim.
The Life and Work of Mark Twain
Mark Twain was born Samuel Langhorne Clemens on November 30, 1835, in Florida, Missouri. When he was born, Halley’s comet, which passes close to Earth every seventy-six years, was visible in the night sky—an astronomical event that ancients considered an indicator that something of a great historical significance was about to happen. Twain was well aware that he was born under this auspicious sign, and he sometimes made humorous reference to it. When Mark Twain died on April 21, 1910, Halley’s comet was again blazing across the sky. It seems fitting that so unusual a man should have such conspicuous celestial bookends for his life. His life spanned a particularly dramatic portion of U.S. history, and he managed to be right in the thick of the action for most of it.
Samuel Clemens started out in modest surroundings in a respectable family of six children in Missouri. The Clemens family had been settled in Hannibal, Missouri, for several years when young Samuel’s father died, leaving the family in a difficult financial position. Samuel quit school at age twelve and took several odd jobs before becoming apprenticed to a local printer. In this capacity, he gained exposure to a wide range of writing, and he discovered he had the talent and the ambition to become a writer himself. He soon launched a career as a sort of traveling reporter, writing humorous sketches and articles for newspapers in cities such as St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati. In 1857, he headed to New Orleans with plans to travel by ship to South America. Instead, he apprenticed himself to a riverboat captain and spent the next two years traveling up and down the Mississippi River.
Hostilities between the North and the South brought commercial traffic on the Mississippi to a halt in 1861, and Clemens had to give up his fledgling career. He served as a soldier in a group of Confederate volunteers in 1861, but quit after a couple of weeks and decided to head out to Nevada Territory, where the legendary Comstock Lode was struck in 1859. The Comstock Lode was a huge silver and gold deposit that produced hundreds of millions of dollars in gold and silver. His luck as a prospector was not so good, and Samuel turned once again to newspaper work, writing for the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City. In 1863, he began signing his articles “Mark Twain”—an expression used by riverboat crewmen to refer to a safe navigating depth of two fathoms.
In 1864, Twain (as he was now known professionally) started working for a San Francisco newspaper, for which he traveled to what are now called the Hawaiian Islands. He wrote about his travels and lectured about Hawaii upon his return to San Francisco. In many ways, Twain introduced Hawaii to the U.S. mainland. Tourism to Hawaii began in the 1860s. Twain continued to travel extensively in Europe and the Holy Land for a couple more years. In 1870, he married Olivia Langdon. They settled in Hartford, Connecticut.
Olivia gave birth to four children: a son named Langdon, born in 1870, who died at the age of two; Susy, born in 1872; Clara, born in 1874; and Jean, born in 1880. Twain’s literary career blossomed during this period, and his fortunes soared. He published Roughing It in 1872 and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer in 1876.
He published The Prince and the Pauper, a popular success, in 1881. But Twain reached his literary zenith in 1885 with the publication of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Though controversial, the book was widely recognized as an important achievement in American literature. Twain followed up with the publication of several more books, including A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894).
The 1890s proved tragic for Twain. He had made a number of questionable investments, and the nationwide financial panic of 1893 left him bankrupt. He was forced to book a worldwide lecture series to rebuild his fortune. The tour cemented his professional reputation and he earned the admiration of many of the leading artists and writers of Europe. Though his fame grew, his family suffered. In 1896, his daughter Susy died of meningitis. After a long illness, his wife died in 1904. In 1909, his daughter Jean died. Twain was left bitter and lonely. His later work such as What Is Man? was especially dark and cynical. He died in Connecticut in 1910. And although only his daughter Clara outlived him, thousands of mourners filed past his casket to pay their respects at his funeral.
Historical and Literary Context of

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Prelude to the Civil War
Huckleberry Finn is set in 1840s Missouri, a time and a place where the disputes that would lead to the Civil War were coming to a boil. The main dispute facing the nation was, of course, the battle over the legality and morality of slavery.
The issue of slavery had threatened to divide the United States from the very beginning. In Northern states, where industrialization made cheap labor less of an economic necessity, the abolitionist movement rapidly gained momentum in the early 1800s. The economies of the Southern states, however, were based on farming, and large landowners required cheap labor. Also, after two hundred years of living with large slave populations, Southerners had come to see slavery as a part of their cultural heritage. Wealthy Southerners in particular were determined to preserve their way of life, and they fought hard to maintain the legality of slavery. Southerners were well aware that if opponents of slavery began to outnumber slavery supporters in Congress, the balance of power would shift and slavery would probably be outlawed. Each annexation of territory by the U.S. government brought new battles over whether slavery should be permitted.
The Missouri Compromise of 1820 was the resolution of a particularly long congressional battle over slavery. The territory of Missouri, home to thousands of slaves, had petitioned for statehood in 1818, but Northern congressmen objected to admitting another slave state to the Union. In 1820, Henry Clay, a representative from Kentucky, came up with a compromise. Maine had just applied for statehood. Clay suggested accepting Maine as a free state and Missouri as a slave state—thus maintaining the balance of power. But under the terms of the compromise, slavery would not be permitted anywhere north or west of Missouri within the Louisiana Purchase. Missouri was admitted to the Union in 1821.
The United States continued to expand, however, and the Missouri Compromise did not quiet sectional disputes for long. The United States annexed Texas in 1845, which led to war with Mexico. The United States quickly won the war and took over most of what is now the western part of the country. Once again, battles over power in Congress threatened to tear the nation apart. Clay helped craft the Compromise of 1850 in an attempt to stave off civil war. He struck a difficult, troubling bargain. In exchange for insuring that the western United States would be free from slavery, Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act, which stated that slaves who escaped to free states or free territory had to be returned to their owners.
The Compromise of 1850 pleased few, but peace was preserved for a few more years. Then, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 repealed the Missouri Compromise and stated that all states had the right to make or keep slavery legal. Abolitionists were outraged. Bloody battles over the issue broke out in Kansas Territory. In 1861, most of the Southern states seceded from the Union and civil war finally erupted.
The Lives of Slaves and Southern Whites
The most famous antislavery book ever written was Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). Stowe depicted the cruelties of plantation slavery in vivid, emotional detail. Twain’s Huckleberry Finn is a less obvious, but equally powerful, indictment of slavery. The slaves we see in Huckleberry Finn are not field hands on plantations in the Deep South. They are house servants and general laborers in the border states. There are no scenes of beatings or rapes of slaves in the book. There is no cruel overseer or wicked master. Twain had no need to reiterate the better-known evils of slave life. Instead, he took aim at the apologists who, though they admitted that sometimes cruel slave owners did horribly mistreat their slaves, liked to claim that most slaves were well cared for and treated with affection. The slave-owning characters in Huckleberry Finn are well-meaning, respectable women. And yet the very nature of the slave-owner relationship causes these women and their slaves great sorrow. Twain demonstrates that forced labor and floggings were not the only evils of slavery. The institution itself had a corrosive effect on whites and blacks alike.
American slaves were denied every basic human right. They could not vote. They could not assemble in groups. They could not own property or sell anything. They could not travel away from their masters without permission. They were denied all education; it was illegal to teach a slave to read. Slaves breaking these laws were punished by flogging. Slaves were the property of their masters, pure and simple. Not surprisingly, slaves tried to escape their bondage with great regularity. About a thousand succeeded each year, many with the help of the Underground Railroad, a network of abolitionists dedicated to helping slaves find freedom. The Underground Railroad was well established in Illinois—a fact clearly known to Jim, the fugitive slave in Huckleberry Finn. In fact, Jim and Huck try to head for Cairo, Illinois, one of the most important transfer stations for runaway slaves, showing that Jim perhaps had a detailed knowledge of likely routes to freedom.
It is a widely held misconception that most white Southerners owned slaves. In fact, about one-third of white households in the Deep South included slaves. Of the two-thirds of Southerners who owned no slaves, most were farmers, many so poor that their living conditions were no better than the slaves’ (with the fundamental difference, of course, that poor whites were free to travel, congregate, learn, vote, marry, and own property without fear of flogging). Because the slave system allowed the upper-class whites to accumulate and maintain vast amounts of land and political power, poor whites in the antebellum South had virtually no upward social mobility. If they were born poor, they stayed poor. To quiet any social unrest this might have caused, rich Southerners fostered the idea that all whites were essentially “equal,” while blacks were inferior. Poor whites accepted and supported this idea. Race-based hatred of blacks among poor whites was often virulent because it was only by convincing themselves that blacks were truly inferior to them that poor whites could make themselves accept their wretched condition.
We encounter both rich and poor whites in Huckleberry Finn, and Twain—ever the equal-opportunity satirist—exposes the hypocrisy of both. As Huck encounters many different representatives of “civilization,” we see him struggle to reconcile the behavior of adults toward slaves, the moral teachings of his guardians, the laws regarding slaves, and his own feelings of friendship for Jim.
Post–Civil War Literary Landscape
Beginning just before the Civil War, American book publishing was transformed. Whereas the works of the nation’s earlier authors were read by a small population of intellectuals, authors in the 1850s and beyond began to reach a wider population via a practice called subscription publishing. Sales representatives would go door-to-door in towns across the country, armed with enticing book brochures, and sell books in advance of printing. This is how Twain found his audience. His humor was popular with the general reading public, and although he was also admired by intellectuals, average readers buying his books by the thousands were what made him rich.
In terms of literary movements, Twain’s work can be seen as part of American literary realism. Literary realism, a reaction against the more fantastical and sentimental fiction of the American romantic period, featured accurate representations of the lives of Americans in various contexts. Realists valued detail and plausibility in their fiction. Characters were complex, flawed people with believable motives. The language used in books by realists was straightforward and sometimes comic or satiric, but not flowery or overtly poetic (although much realistic writing is beautiful). Other American writers whose works can be seen as realist were Henry James, author of such books as Daisy Miller (1879) and The Golden Bowl (1904), and Edith Wharton, author of The House of Mirth (1905), Ethan Frome (1911), and many other books. Twain distinguished himself from other writers of this period by his use of humor and his masterful skill in portraying common American speech. His ability in Huckleberry Finn to deliver an entire book written in the uneducated voice of a boy from Missouri is remarkable.
One aspect of Twain’s representation of common speech in 1840s Missouri has troubled many readers: his characters use the word nigger casually and repeatedly. The word appears over two hundred times throughout the book. To modern readers, this word is so offensive and loaded with hurtful history that it is jarring and upsetting to see it used over and over. It is a mistake simply to excuse the use of the word nigger as a harmless expression used by people in the South before the Civil War to refer to black people. Nigger has always had a pejorative meaning. It is also a mistake to brand Twain a racist because his characters say nigger. In the spirit of American realism, Twain delivers an accurately detailed story filled with accurately drawn characters. They use the vocabulary they do because they had no other vocabulary. This is especially true of Huck. He would not have known of any other word besides nigger to refer to a black person. Even the term Negro would have been unfamiliar to him. First-time readers of Huckleberry Finn who are offended by the way Huck talks will find it helpful to pay more attention to what Huck does than what Huck says. His vocabulary may be limited, but his capacity for growth and change are not.



Chronology of Mark Twain’s

Life and Work

1835: Samuel Langhorne Clemens born November 30 in Florida, Missouri.
1839: John Clemens, Samuel’s father, moves his family to nearby Hannibal, where Samuel spends his boyhood.
1848: Samuel becomes an apprentice printer.
1852: Samuel begins editing his brother’s newspaper and publishing his own humorous sketches.
1853: Leaves Hannibal and begins working as a traveling reporter in such cities as St. Louis, New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati.
1857: Becomes apprenticed to a riverboat captain.
1861: Tries prospecting for silver in the Nevada Territory.
1863: Uses the pseudonym “Mark Twain” for the first time on a travel sketch.
1864: Moves to San Francisco and continues working as a journalist.
1866: Travels to Hawaii (then called the Sandwich Islands) as a correspondent for a newspaper in Sacramento. Lectures about his travels upon his return.
1867: Travels to Europe and the Holy Land. Publishes The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County and Other Sketches.
1869: Innocents Abroad published.
1870: Twain marries Olivia Langdon. Son Langdon Clemens is born prematurely (dies two years later).
1871: Twain and family move to Hartford, Connecticut.
1872: Daughter Susy born. Roughing It published.
1874: Daughter Clara born.
1876: Publication of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.
1880: Daughter Jean born. Twain loses thousands on a bad investment. Publishes A Tramp Abroad.
1881: Publication of The Prince and the Pauper.
1883: Publication of Life on the Mississippi.
1885: Publication of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
1889: Publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court.
1894: Publication of The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson.
1896: Daughter Susy dies of spinal meningitis.
1904: Twain’s wife, Olivia, dies.
1909: Daughter Jean dies; daughter Clara marries.
1910: Twain dies on April 21 and is buried in Elmira, New York.



Historical Context of

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

1808: Congress outlaws the importation of African slaves.
1811: The first steamboat sails on the Mississippi.
1820: Missouri Compromise allows for admission of Missouri into Union as a slave state.
1821: Missouri granted statehood.
1831: A slave named Nat Turner leads about sixty other slaves in a rebellion and kills about fifty-five white people in Virginia. He and the other slaves are caught and hanged.
1845: Texas agrees to be annexed by the United States and becomes twenty-eighth state.
1846: Mexican-American War begins over Texas annexation. United States wins a speedy victory and claims most of the western part of the country (the territory that is now California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and parts of New Mexico). The question of slavery in new territories is again hotly debated.
1850: The Compromise of 1850 includes the Fugitive Slave Act, which requires all citizens to assist in the return of fugitive slaves to their owners and denies fugitives the right to a jury trial.
1854: Kansas-Nebraska Act passed, repealing the Missouri Compromise and allowing states to decide the question of slavery for themselves.
1857: Dred Scott decision by U.S. Supreme Court rules that a slave’s residence in a free state or free territory does not make him free.
1859: Abolitionist John Brown and followers raid the U.S. arsenal at Harpers Ferry in West Virginia and try to start a slave insurrection. Brown is caught and hanged for treason.
1861: Civil War begins.
1863: President Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing “all slaves in areas still in rebellion.”
1865: Lincoln assassinated; Thirteenth Amendment abolishes slavery; Civil War ends with General Robert E. Lee’s surrender to General Ulysses S. Grant; Ku Klux Klan formed as a social club by Confederate officers.
1870: Fifteenth Amendment gives blacks the right to vote.
1880s: From the beginning of the 1880s through 1930, an average of one black person per week was lynched by a white mob in the South.
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I
I Discover Moses and

the Bulrushers

YOU DON’T KNOW about me without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer;1 but that ain’t no matter. That book was made by Mr. Mark Twain, and he told the truth, mainly. There was things which he stretched, but mainly he told the truth. That is nothing. I never seen anybody but lied one time or another, without it was Aunt Polly, or the widow, or maybe Mary. Aunt Polly—Tom’s Aunt Polly, she is—and Mary, and the Widow Douglas is all told about in that book, which is mostly a true book, with some stretchers, as I said before.
Now the way that the book winds up is this: Tom and me found the money that the robbers hid in the cave, and it made us rich. We got six thousand dollars apiece—all gold. It was an awful sight of money when it was piled up. Well, Judge Thatcher he took it and put it out at interest, and it fetched us a dollar a day apiece all the year around—more than a body could tell what to do with. The Widow Douglas she took me for her son, and allowed she would sivilize me; but it was rough living in the house all the time, considering how dismal regular and decent the widow was in all her ways; and so when I couldn’t stand it no longer I lit out. I got into my old rags and my sugar-hogshead2 again, and was free and satisfied. But Tom Sawyer he hunted me up and said he was going to start a band of robbers, and I might join if I would go back to the widow and be respectable. So I went back.
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,3 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.
Miss Watson she kept pecking at me, and it got tiresome and lonesome. By and by they fetched the niggers4 in and had prayers, and then everybody was off to bed. I went up to my room with a piece of candle, and put it on the table. Then I set down in a chair by the window and tried to think of something cheerful, but it warn’t no use. I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead. The stars were shining, and the leaves rustled in the woods ever so mournful; and I heard an owl, away off, who-whooing about somebody that was dead, and a whippowill and a dog crying about somebody that was going to die; and the wind was trying to whisper something to me, and I couldn’t make out what it was, and so it made the cold shivers run over me. Then away out in the woods I heard that kind of a sound that a ghost makes when it wants to tell about something that’s on its mind and can’t make itself understood, and so can’t rest easy in its grave, and has to go about that way every night grieving. I got so downhearted and scared I did wish I had some company. Pretty soon a spider went crawling up my shoulder, and I flipped it off and it lit in the candle; and before I could budge it was all shriveled up. I didn’t need anybody to tell me that that was an awful bad sign and would fetch me some bad luck, so I was scared and most shook the clothes off of me. I got up and turned around in my tracks three times and crossed my breast every time; and then I tied up a little lock of my hair with a thread to keep witches away. But I hadn’t no confidence. You do that when you’ve lost a horseshoe that you’ve found, instead of nailing it up over the door, but I hadn’t ever heard anybody say it was any way to keep off bad luck when you’d killed a spider.
I set down again, a-shaking all over, and got out my pipe for a smoke; for the house was all as still as death now, and so the widow wouldn’t know. Well, after a long time I heard the clock away off in the town go boom—boom—boom—twelve licks; and all still again—stiller than ever. Pretty soon I heard a twig snap down in the dark amongst the trees—something was a-stirring. I set still and listened. Directly I could just barely hear a “me-yow! me-yow!” down there. That was good! Says I, “me-yow! me-yow!” as soft as I could, and then I put out the light and scrambled out of the window on to the shed. Then I slipped down to the ground and crawled in among the trees, and, sure enough, there was Tom Sawyer waiting for me.



II
Our Gang’s Dark Oath

WE WENT TIPTOEING along a path amongst the trees back toward the end of the widow’s garden; stooping down so as the branches wouldn’t scrape our heads. When we was passing by the kitchen I fell over a root and made a noise. We scrouched down and laid still. Miss Watson’s big nigger, named Jim, was setting in the kitchen door; we could see him pretty clear, because there was a light behind him. He got up and stretched his neck out about a minute, listening. Then he says:
“Who dah?”
He listened some more; then he came tiptoeing down and stood right between us; we could ’a’ touched him, nearly. Well, likely it was minutes and minutes that there warn’t a sound, and we all there so close together. There was a place on my ankle that got to itching, but I dasn’t scratch it; and then my ear begun to itch; and next my back, right between my shoulders. Seemed like I’d die if I couldn’t scratch. Well, I’ve noticed that thing plenty times since. If you are with the quality, or at a funeral, or trying to go to sleep when you ain’t sleepy—if you are anywheres where it won’t do for you to scratch, why you will itch all over in upward of a thousand places. Pretty soon Jim says:
“Say, who is you? Whar is you? Dog my cats ef I didn’ hear sumf’n. Well, I know what I’s gwyne to do: I’s gwyne to set down here and listen tell I hears it ag’in.”
So he set down on the ground betwixt me and Tom. He leaned his back up against a tree, and stretched his legs out till one of them most touched one of mine. My nose begun to itch. It itched till the tears come into my eyes. But I dasn’t scratch. Then it begun to itch on the inside. Next I got to itching underneath. I didn’t know how I was going to set still. This miserableness went on as much as six or seven minutes; but it seemed a sight longer than that. I was itching in eleven different places now. I reckoned I couldn’t stand it more’n a minute longer, but I set my teeth hard and got ready to try. Just then Jim begun to breathe heavy; next he begun to snore—and then I was pretty soon comfortable again.
Tom he made a sign to me—kind of a little noise with his mouth—and we went creeping away on our hands and knees. When we was ten foot off Tom whispered to me, and wanted to tie Jim to the tree for fun. But I said no; he might wake and make a disturbance, and then they’d find out I warn’t in. Then Tom said he hadn’t got candles enough, and he would slip in the kitchen and get some more. I didn’t want him to try. I said Jim might wake up and come. But Tom wanted to resk it; so we slid in there and got three candles, and Tom laid five cents on the table for pay. Then we got out, and I was in a sweat to get away; but nothing would do Tom but he must crawl to where Jim was, on his hands and knees, and play something on him. I waited, and it seemed a good while, everything was so still and lonesome.
As soon as Tom was back we cut along the path, around the garden fence, and by and by fetched up on the steep top of the hill the other side of the house. Tom said he slipped Jim’s hat off of his head and hung it on a limb right over him, and Jim stirred a little, but he didn’t wake. Afterward Jim said the witches bewitched him and put him in a trance, and rode him all over the state, and then set him under the trees again, and hung his hat on a limb to show who done it. And next time Jim told it he said they rode him down to New Orleans; and, after that, every time he told it he spread it more and more, till by and by he said they rode him all over the world, and tired him most to death, and his back was all over saddle-boils. Jim was monstrous proud about it, and he got so he wouldn’t hardly notice the other niggers. Niggers would come miles to hear Jim tell about it, and he was more looked up to than any nigger in that country. Strange niggers would stand with their mouths open and look him all over, same as if he was a wonder. Niggers is always talking about witches in the dark by the kitchen fire; but whenever one was talking and letting on to know all about such things, Jim would happen in and say, “Hm! What you know ’bout witches?” and that nigger was corked up and had to take a back seat. Jim always kept that five-center piece around his neck with a string, and said it was a charm the devil give to him with his own hands, and told him he could cure anybody with it and fetch witches whenever he wanted to just by saying something to it; but he never told what it was he said to it. Niggers would come from all around there and give Jim anything they had, just for a sight of that five-center piece; but they wouldn’t touch it, because the devil had had his hands on it. Jim was most ruined for a servant, because he got stuck up on account of having seen the devil and been rode by witches.
Well, when Tom and me got to the edge of the hilltop we looked away down into the village1 and could see three or four lights twinkling, where there was sick folks, maybe; and the stars over us was sparkling ever so fine; and down by the village was the river, a whole mile broad, and awful still and grand. We went down the hill and found Joe Harper and Ben Rogers, and two or three more of the boys, hid in the old tanyard. So we unhitched a skiff and pulled down the river two mile and a half, to the big scar on the hillside, and went ashore.
We went to a clump of bushes, and Tom made everybody swear to keep the secret, and then showed them a hole in the hill, right in the thickest part of the bushes. Then we lit the candles, and crawled in on our hands and knees. We went about two hundred yards, and then the cave opened up. Tom poked about amongst the passages, and pretty soon ducked under a wall where you wouldn’t ’a’ noticed that there was a hole. We went along a narrow place and got into a kind of room, all damp and sweaty and cold, and there we stopped. Tom says:
“Now, we’ll start this band of robbers and call it Tom Sawyer’s Gang. Everybody that wants to join has got to take an oath, and write his name in blood.”
Everybody was willing. So Tom got out a sheet of paper that he had wrote the oath on, and read it. It swore every boy to stick to the band, and never tell any of the secrets; and if anybody done anything to any boy in the band, whichever boy was ordered to kill that person and his family must do it, and he mustn’t eat and he mustn’t sleep till he had killed them and hacked a cross in their breasts, which was the sign of the band. And nobody that didn’t belong to the band could use that mark, and if he did he must be sued; and if he done it again he must be killed. And if anybody that belonged to the band told the secrets, he must have his throat cut, and then have his carcass burnt up and the ashes scattered all around, and his name blotted off the list with blood and never mentioned again by the gang, but have a curse put on it and be forgot forever.
Everybody said it was a real beautiful oath, and asked Tom if he got it out of his own head. He said some of it, but the rest was out of pirate-books and robber-books,2 and every gang that was high-toned had it.
Some thought it would be good to kill the families of boys that told the secrets. Tom said it was a good idea, so he took a pencil and wrote it in. Then Ben Rogers says:
“Here’s Huck Finn, he hain’t got no family; what you going to do ’bout him?”
“Well, hain’t he got a father?” says Tom Sawyer.
“Yes, he’s got a father, but you can’t never find him these days. He used to lay drunk with the hogs in the tanyard, but he hain’t been seen in these parts for a year or more.”
They talked it over, and they was going to rule me out, because they said every boy must have a family or somebody to kill, or else it wouldn’t be fair and square for the others. Well, nobody could think of anything to do—everybody was stumped, and set still. I was most ready to cry; but all at once I thought of a way, and so I offered them Miss Watson—they could kill her. Everybody said:
“Oh, she’ll do. That’s all right. Huck can come in.”
Then they all stuck a pin in their fingers to get blood to sign with, and I made my mark on the paper.
“Now,” says Ben Rogers, “what’s the line of business of this Gang?”
“Nothing only robbery and murder,” Tom said.
“But who are we going to rob?—houses, or cattle, or—”
“Stuff! stealing cattle and such things ain’t robbery; it’s burglary,” says Tom Sawyer. “We ain’t burglars. That ain’t no sort of style. We are highwaymen. We stop stages and carriages on the road, with masks on, and kill the people and take their watches and money.”
“Must we always kill the people?”
“Oh, certainly. It’s best. Some authorities think different, but mostly it’s considered best to kill them—except some that you bring to the cave here, and keep them till they’re ransomed.”
“Ransomed? What’s that?”
“I don’t know. But that’s what they do. I’ve seen it in books; and so of course that’s what we’ve got to do.”
“But how can we do it if we don’t know what it is?”
“Why, blame it all, we’ve got to do it. Don’t I tell you it’s in the books? Do you want to go to doing different from what’s in the books, and get things all muddled up?”
“Oh, that’s all very fine to say, Tom Sawyer, but how in the nation3 are these fellows going to be ransomed if we don’t know how to do it to them?—that’s the thing I want to get at. Now, what do you reckon it is?”
“Well, I don’t know. But per’aps if we keep them till they’re ransomed, it means that we keep them till they’re dead.”
“Now, that’s something like. That’ll answer. Why couldn’t you said that before? We’ll keep them till they’re ransomed to death; and a bothersome lot they’ll be, too—eating up everything, and always trying to get loose.”
“How you talk, Ben Rogers. How can they get loose when there’s a guard over them, ready to shoot them down if they move a peg?”
“A guard! Well, that is good. So somebody’s got to set up all night and never get any sleep, just so as to watch them. I think that’s foolishness. Why can’t a body take a club and ransom them as soon as they get here?”
“Because it ain’t in the books so—that’s why. Now, Ben Rogers, do you want to do things regular, or don’t you?—that’s the idea. Don’t you reckon that the people that made the books knows what’s the correct thing to do? Do you reckon you can learn ’em anything? Not by a good deal. No, sir, we’ll just go on and ransom them in the regular way.”
“All right. I don’t mind; but I say it’s a fool way, anyhow. Say, do we kill the women, too?”
“Well, Ben Rogers, if I was as ignorant as you I wouldn’t let on. Kill the women? No; nobody ever saw anything in the books like that. You fetch them to the cave, and you’re always as polite as pie to them; and by and by they fall in love with you, and never want to go home any more.”
“Well, if that’s the way I’m agreed, but I don’t take no stock in it. Mighty soon we’ll have the cave so cluttered up with women, and fellows waiting to be ransomed, that there won’t be no place for the robbers. But go ahead, I ain’t got nothing to say.”
Little Tommy Barnes was asleep now, and when they waked him up he was scared, and cried, and said he wanted to go home to his ma, and didn’t want to be a robber any more.
So they all made fun of him, and called him cry-baby, and that made him mad, and he said he would go straight and tell all the secrets. But Tom give him five cents to keep quiet, and said we would all go home and meet next week, and rob somebody and kill some people.
Ben Rogers said he couldn’t get out much, only Sundays, and so he wanted to begin next Sunday; but all the boys said it would be wicked to do it on Sunday, and that settled the thing. They agreed to get together and fix a day as soon as they could, and then we elected Tom Sawyer first captain and Joe Harper second captain of the Gang, and so started home.
I clumb up the shed and crept into my window just before day was breaking. My new clothes was all greased up and clayey, and I was dog-tired.



III
We Ambuscade the A-rabs

WELL, I GOT A GOOD GOING-OVER in the morning from old Miss Watson on account of my clothes; but the widow she didn’t scold, but only cleaned off the grease and clay, and looked so sorry that I thought I would behave awhile if I could. Then Miss Watson she took me in the closet1 and prayed, but nothing come of it. She told me to pray every day, and whatever I asked for I would get it. But it warn’t so. I tried it. Once I got a fish-line, but no hooks. It warn’t any good to me without hooks. I tried for the hooks three or four times, but somehow I couldn’t make it work. By and by, one day, I asked Miss Watson to try for me, but she said I was a fool. She never told me why, and I couldn’t make it out no way.
I set down one time back in the woods, and had a long think about it. I says to myself, if a body can get anything they pray for, why don’t Deacon Winn get back the money he lost on pork? Why can’t the widow get back her silver snuff-box that was stole? Why can’t Miss Watson fat up? No, says I to myself, there ain’t nothing in it. I went and told the widow about it, and she said the thing a body could get by praying for it was “spiritual gifts.” This was too many for me, but she told me what she meant—I must help other people, and do everything I could for other people, and look out for them all the time, and never think about myself. This was including Miss Watson, as I took it. I went out in the woods and turned it over in my mind a long time, but I couldn’t see no advantage about it—except for the other people; so at last I reckoned I wouldn’t worry about it any more, but just let it go. Sometimes the widow would take me one side and talk about Providence in a way to make a body’s mouth water; but maybe next day Miss Watson would take hold and knock it all down again. I judged I could see that there was two Providences, and a poor chap would stand considerable show with the widow’s Providence, but if Miss Watson’s got him there warn’t no help for him any more. I thought it all out, and reckoned I would belong to the widow’s if he wanted me, though I couldn’t make out how he was a-going to be any better off then than what he was before, seeing I was so ignorant, and so kind of low-down and ornery.
Pap he hadn’t been seen for more than a year, and that was comfortable for me; I didn’t want to see him no more. He used to always whale me when he was sober and could get his hands on me; though I used to take to the woods most of the time when he was around. Well, about this time he was found in the river drownded, about twelve mile above town, so people said. They judged it was him, anyway; said this drownded man was just his size, and was ragged, and had uncommon long hair, which was all like pap; but they couldn’t make nothing out of the face, because it had been in the water so long it warn’t much like a face at all. They said he was floating on his back in the water. They took him and buried him on the bank. But I warn’t comfortable long, because I happened to think of something. I knowed mighty well that a drownded man don’t float on his back, but on his face. So I knowed, then, that this warn’t pap, but a woman dressed up in a man’s clothes. So I was uncomfortable again. I judged the old man would turn up again by and by, though I wished he wouldn’t.
We played robber now and then about a month, and then I resigned. All the boys did. We hadn’t robbed nobody, hadn’t killed any people, but only just pretended. We used to hop out of the woods and go charging down on hog-drivers and women in carts taking garden stuff to market, but we never hived any of them. Tom Sawyer called the hogs “ingots,” and he called the turnips and stuff “julery,” and we would go to the cave and powwow over what we had done, and how many people we had killed and marked. But I couldn’t see no profit in it. One time Tom sent a boy to run about town with a blazing stick, which he called a slogan (which was the sign for the Gang to get together), and then he said he had got secret news by his spies that next day a whole parcel of Spanish merchants and rich A-rabs was going to camp in Cave Hollow with two hundred elephants, and six hundred camels, and over a thousand “sumter” mules, all loaded down with di’monds, and they didn’t have only a guard of four hundred soldiers, and so we would lay in ambuscade, as he called it, and kill the lot and scoop the things. He said we must slick up our swords and guns, and get ready. He never could go after even a turnip-cart but he must have the swords and guns all scoured up for it, though they was only lath and broomsticks, and you might scour at them till you rotted, and then they warn’t worth a mouthful of ashes more than what they was before. I didn’t believe we could lick such a crowd of Spaniards and A-rabs, but I wanted to see the camels and elephants, so I was on hand next day, Saturday, in the ambuscade; and when we got the word we rushed out of the woods and down the hill. But there warn’t no Spaniards and A-rabs, and there warn’t no camels nor no elephants. It warn’t anything but a Sunday-school picnic, and only a primer class at that. We busted it up, and chased the children up the hollow; but we never got anything but some doughnuts and jam, though Ben Rogers got a rag doll, and Joe Harper got a hymn-book and a tract; and then the teacher charged in, and made us drop everything and cut. I didn’t see no di’monds, and I told Tom Sawyer so. He said there was loads of them there, anyway; and he said there was A-rabs there, too, and elephants and things. I said, why couldn’t we see them, then? He said if I warn’t so ignorant, but had read a book called Don Quixote,2 I would know without asking. He said it was all done by enchantment. He said there was hundreds of soldiers there, and elephants and treasure, and so on, but we had enemies which he called magicians, and they had turned the whole thing into an infant Sunday-school, just out of spite. I said, all right; then the thing for us to do was go for the magicians. Tom Sawyer said I was a numskull.
“Why,” said he, “a magician could call up a lot of genies, and they would hash you up like nothing before you could say Jack Robinson. They are as tall as a tree and as big around as a church.”
“Well,” I says, “s’pose we got some genies to help us—can’t we lick the other crowd then?”
“How you going to get them?”
“I don’t know. How do they get them?”
“Why, they rub an old tin lamp or an iron ring, and then the genies come tearing in, with the thunder and lightning a-ripping around and the smoke a-rolling, and everything they’re told to do they up and do it. They don’t think nothing of pulling a shot-tower3 up by the roots, and belting a Sunday-school superintendent over the head with it—or any other man.”
“Who makes them tear around so?”
“Why, whoever rubs the lamp or the ring. They belong to whoever rubs the lamp or the ring, and they’ve got to do whatever he says. If he tells them to build a palace forty miles long out of di’monds, and fill it full of chewing-gum, or whatever you want, and fetch an emperor’s daughter from China for you to marry, they’ve got to do it—and they’ve got to do it before sun-up next morning, too. And more: they’ve got to waltz that palace around over the country wherever you want it, you understand.”
“Well,” says I, “I think they are a pack of flatheads for not keeping the palace themselves ’stead of fooling them away like that. And what’s more—if I was one of them I would see a man in Jericho before I would drop my business and come to him for the rubbing of an old tin lamp.”
“How you talk, Huck Finn. Why, you’d have to come when he rubbed it, whether you wanted to or not.”
“What! and I as high as a tree and as big as a church? All right, then; I would come; but I lay I’d make that man climb the highest tree there was in the country.”
“Shucks, it ain’t no use to talk to you, Huck Finn. You don’t seem to know anything, somehow—perfect saphead.”
I thought all this over for two or three days, and then I reckoned I would see if there was anything in it. I got an old tin lamp and an iron ring, and went out in the woods and rubbed and rubbed till I sweat like an Injun, calculating to build a palace and sell it; but it warn’t no use, none of the genies come. So then I judged that all that stuff was only just one of Tom Sawyer’s lies. I reckoned he believed in the A-rabs and the elephants, but as for me I think different. It had all the marks of a Sunday-school.



IV
The Hair-ball Oracle

WELL, THREE OR FOUR MONTHS run along, and it was well into the winter now. I had been to school most all the time and could spell and read and write just a little, and could say the multiplication table up to six times seven is thirty-five, and I don’t reckon I could ever get any further than that if I was to live forever. I don’t take no stock in mathematics, anyway.
At first I hated the school, but by and by I got so I could stand it. Whenever I got uncommon tired I played hookey, and the hiding I got next day done me good and cheered me up. So the longer I went to school the easier it got to be. I was getting sort of used to the widow’s ways, too, and they warn’t so raspy on me. Living in a house and sleeping in a bed pulled on me pretty tight mostly, but before the cold weather I used to slide out and sleep in the woods sometimes, and so that was a rest to me. I liked the old ways best, but I was getting so I liked the new ones, too, a little bit. The widow said I was coming along slow but sure, and doing very satisfactory. She said she warn’t ashamed of me.
One morning I happened to turn over the saltcellar at breakfast. I reached for some of it as quick as I could to throw over my left shoulder and keep off the bad luck, but Miss Watson was in ahead of me, and crossed me off. She says, “Take your hands away, Huckleberry; what a mess you are always making!” The widow put in a good word for me, but that warn’t going to keep off the bad luck, I knowed that well enough. I started out, after breakfast, feeling worried and shaky, and wondering where it was going to fall on me, and what it was going to be. There is ways to keep off some kinds of bad luck, but this wasn’t one of them kind; so I never tried to do anything, but just poked along low-spirited and on the watch-out.
I went down to the front garden and clumb over the stile1 where you go through the high board fence. There was an inch of new snow on the ground, and I seen somebody’s tracks. They had come up from the quarry and stood around the stile awhile, and then went on around the garden fence. It was funny they hadn’t come in, after standing around so. I couldn’t make it out. It was very curious, somehow. I was going to follow around, but I stooped down to look at the tracks first. I didn’t notice anything at first, but next I did. There was a cross in the left boot-heel made with big nails, to keep off the devil.
I was up in a second and shinning down the hill. I looked over my shoulder every now and then, but I didn’t see nobody. I was at Judge Thatcher’s as quick as I could get there. He said:
“Why, my boy, you are all out of breath. Did you come for your interest?”
“No, sir,” I says; “is there some for me?”
“Oh, yes, a half-yearly is in last night—over a hundred and fifty dollars. Quite a fortune for you. You had better let me invest it along with your six thousand, because if you take it you’ll spend it.”
“No, sir,” I says, “I don’t want to spend it. I don’t want it at all—nor the six thousand, nuther. I want you to take it; I want to give it to you—the six thousand and all.”
He looked surprised. He couldn’t seem to make it out. He says:
“Why, what can you mean, my boy?”
I says, “Don’t you ask me no questions about it, please. You’ll take it—won’t you?”
He says:
“Well, I’m puzzled. Is something the matter?”
“Please take it,” says I, “and don’t ask me nothing—then I won’t have to tell no lies.”
He studied awhile, and then he says:
“Oho-o! I think I see. You want to sell all your property to me—not give it. That’s the correct idea.”
Then he wrote something on a paper and read it over, and says:
“There; you see it says ‘for a consideration.’ That means I have bought it of you and paid you for it. Here’s a dollar for you. Now you sign it.”
So I signed it, and left.
Miss Watson’s nigger, Jim, had a hair-ball2 as big as your fist, which had been took out of the fourth stomach of an ox, and he used to do magic with it. He said there was a spirit inside of it, and it knowed everything. So I went to him that night and told him pap was here again, for I found his tracks in the snow. What I wanted to know was, what he was going to do, and was he going to stay? Jim got out his hair-ball and said something over it, and then he held it up and dropped it on the floor. It fell pretty solid, and only rolled about an inch. Jim tried it again, and then another time, and it acted just the same. Jim got down on his knees, and put his ear against it and listened. But it warn’t no use; he said it wouldn’t talk. He said sometimes it wouldn’t talk without money. I told him I had an old slick counterfeit quarter that warn’t no good because the brass showed through the silver a little, and it wouldn’t pass nohow, even if the brass didn’t show, because it was so slick it felt greasy, and so that would tell on it every time. (I reckoned I wouldn’t say nothing about the dollar I got from the judge.) I said it was pretty bad money, but maybe the hair-ball would take it, because maybe it wouldn’t know the difference. Jim smelt it and bit it and rubbed it, and said he would manage so the hair-ball would think it was good. He said he would split open a raw Irish potato and stick the quarter in between and keep it there all night, and next morning you couldn’t see no brass, and it wouldn’t feel greasy no more, and so anybody in town would take it in a minute, let alone a hair-ball. Well, I knowed a potato would do that before, but I had forgot it.
Jim put the quarter under the hair-ball, and got down and listened again. This time he said the hair-ball was all right. He said it would tell my whole fortune if I wanted it to. I says, go on. So the hair-ball talked to Jim, and Jim told it to me. He says:
“Yo’ ole father doan’ know yit what he’s a-gwyne to do. Sometimes he spec he’ll go ’way, en den ag’in he spec he’ll stay. De bes’ way is to res’ easy en let de ole man take his own way. Dey’s two angels hoverin’ roun’ ’bout him. One uv ’em is white en shiny, en t’other one is black. De white one gits him to go right a little while, den de black one sail in en bust it all up. A body can’t tell yit which one gwyne to fetch him at de las’. But you is all right. You gwyne to have considable trouble in yo’ life, en considable joy. Sometimes you gwyne to git hurt, en sometimes you gwyne to git sick; but every time you’s gwyne to git well ag’in. Dey’s two gals flyin’ ’bout you in yo’ life. One uv ’em’s light en t’other one is dark. One is rich en t’other is po’. You’s gwyne to marry de po’ one fust en de rich one by en by. You wants to keep ’way fum de water as much as you kin, en don’t run no resk, ’kase it’s down in de bills dat you’s gwyne to git hung.”
When I lit my candle and went up to my room that night there sat pap—his own self!
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