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ROUGHING IT

SAMUEL LANGHORNE CLEMENS was born on 30 November 1835 in Florida, Missouri, about forty miles southwest of Hannibal, the Mississippi River town Clemens was to celebrate all his life. In 1853 he left home and earned a living as an itinerant typesetter, and four years later he became an apprentice pilot on the Mississippi, a career cut short by the outbreak of the Civil War. For five years, as a prospector and journalist, Clemens lived in Nevada and California. In February 1863 he first signed the pseudonym “Mark Twain” to a humorous travel letter, and a trip to Europe and the Holy Land in 1867 was to be the basis of his first major book, The Innocents Abroad (1869). Roughing It (1872), his account of experiences in the West, was followed by a satirical novel, The Gilded Age (1873), Sketches: New and Old (1875), The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), A Tramp Abroad (1880), The Prince and the Pauper (1882), Life on the Mississippi (1883), and his master-piece, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). Following the publication of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889) and Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), Twain was compelled by debts to move his family abroad. By 1900 he had completed a round-the-world lecture tour and, his fortunes mended, he returned to America. He was as celebrated for his white suit and his mane of white hair as he was for his uncompromising stands against injustice and imperialism and for his invariably quoted comments on any subject under the sun. Samuel Clemens died on 21 April 1910.
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 Introduction




I. 

On November 30, 1835, in the tiny village of Florida, Missouri, Samuel Langhorne Clemens was born to Jane Lampton and John Marshall Clemens. The parents, aspiring to gentility, had moved to Missouri from Tennessee five months earlier. As did so many Americans in the 1830s, they sought status and affluence on the far frontier, having somehow missed finding it in Kentucky and Tennessee. In 1839, they moved to Harinibal, on the banks of the Mississippi, believing that their chances for success would be better than in Florida. But, however much their son Sam absorbed their aspirations for success and wealth and respect, the family, in fact, held together by the thinnest of possible threads.

In Hannibal, Sam received rudimentary formal schooling and the most famous education that American literature has ever savored. His youth and young manhood became a major portion of American folklore. If Henry James’s art was his life, Mark Twain’s life was his art. The streets of Hannibal, the Hill, the cave, the River (the River did not need further specification), and ultimately the Far West became—no matter how “selected” and censored—the very tissue of the American imagination, invested with idyllic charm and pastoral beauty.

The real Hannibal belonged less to romance than to  the grotesque image of the United States that Faulkner called Yoknapatawpha County; and young Sam Clemens could, when he wanted to, recollect it as it actually was—bloody, homicidal, neurotic, and bonded to the peculiar institution of slavery. In his childhood, death—the ultimate failure—was ever present: death by drowning (in the case of some of his friends), death by lynching, death by disease, death by steamboat explosion (in the case of his younger brother Henry.) In 1847, Sam’s life was changed radically by his father’s death; and like Yossarian, who learned life’s frailty and uncertainty when he unzipped Snowden’s flight jacket, Sam watched a postmortem of his father’s body through a keyhole and, at eleven, learned a lesson that all the images of toes oozing in the Mississippi mud, of communal brushes whitewashing a fence, of free and easy life on a raft in the middle of the River could never eradicate.

Sam quit school shortly after his father’s death, apprenticed himself to the owner of a Hannibal newspaper, and began the longest initiation into literature in American literary history. From 1852 until 1870, he was a comic journalist, the author of columns and pages and volumes of newspaper humor. Not until 1870 did he decide to become a writer of books. After his first stint on the Hannibal Journal, he became the assistant to his bumbling brother Orion, who edited newspapers into bankruptcy, all along the Mississippi from Hannibal and Muscatine to Keokuk, starting and moving again, with the same dogged and doomed persistence that marked all of the Clemens family, except Sam.

As Orion blighted journalism along the River, with the Hannibal Journal, the Muscatine Journal, and the Keokuk Daily Post, Sam managed both to do a little writing for his brother and to break loose from the close-knit family bond. In.1853, he traveled as a tramp printer to St. Louis, New York, and Philadelphia; in 1854, he visited Washington, D.C., and worked briefly  in St. Louis; in 1857, he moved to Cincinnati and, later that year, to learn the River, signed on as apprentice to steamboat pilot Horace Bixby. He stored up the memories that became “Old Times on the Mississippi,” got his pilot’s license in 1859, briefly attained the stature he coveted, and stayed on the River until the Civil War and Admiral Farragut closed the waterway in 1861. The only member of the family with enough funds to pay for Orion’s trip to the Territory of Nevada—Sam managed to help his brother collect his reward for supporting Lincoln in the presidential election of 1860: an appointment as the Secretary to the Territorial Governor. As secretary to the Secretary, Sam accompanied his brother on the twenty-one-day Overland Stage trip, tried his hand briefly at silver mining, and after a year of fruitless prospecting for instant wealth, joined the staff of the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise in August 1862.

Out West, just as back in Hannibal and the other towns along the Mississippi, Sam failed to realize his dream of instant wealth and success: he mined, but never struck it rich; he speculated in feet of silver-mine stock, but saw his paper profits disappear. At last he began writing journalistic humor to keep from starving. His chores, so graphically described in Roughing It, varied from routine reporting to creating wild hoaxes. He turned out columns for the Enterprise (first using the pseudonym “Mark Twain” on February 3, 1863) until he moved to San Francisco in 1864. There, for three years, he earned a living that contrasted dramatically with his dreams of wealth, by writing for the San Francisco Call, the Golden Era, the Alta California, and the Sacramento Union. In 1867, under contract to the Alta California, he boarded the Quaker City to report his assault on Europe and the Holy Land. He departed as a well-known West Coast reporter but, because of the reprinting of his letters to the Alta in other newspapers throughout the country, he landed in New York in mid-November  a national celebrity. In the last month of 1867, he signed a contract to “refine” his letters for book publication. The Innocents Abroad (1869), a patchwork scissors-and-paste job that vaulted him to national prominence, was the result.

The trip on the Quaker City had an even more impressive aftermath. Charles Langdon, the son of a prominent, liberal, wealthy Elmira, New York, coal magnate had become a member of Mark Twain’s lunatic fringe on board the Quaker City. In December 1867, Clemens met Charlie’s sister, Olivia.

After a two-year courtship, Clemens married Olivia on February 2, 1870. If there was anything approaching whirlwind proportions in the event, it was the total change in Mark Twain’s life and career. For almost two decades, he had been an itinerant newspaperman; for just as long, he had earned his living on an almost hourly basis. He had depended for his success on topical, ephemeral, and regional literature. But after his marriage he had—for the first time in almost twenty years—a permanent mailing address; he made the commitment to book, rather than newspaper, publication; he traded his freedom for a family, a job, a father-in-law who saddled him with a home, a mortgage, and a loan to assume part-ownership in the Buffalo, New York,  Express, for which he had previously written articles. The Sam Clemens who had made his way without boss or business hours deflected his career more significantly in the early 1870s than at any other time in his entire life.

Convinced by the remarkable success of The Innocents Abroad that he could make a living by the more respectable profession of book author, he cut his journalistic ties with the Express, moved his wife and infant son, Langdon, to Hartford, Connecticut, and worked on the manuscript that was to become his reminiscence of his Western years, Roughing It.

In the genteel Hartford literary community of Nook Farm, with Harriet Beecher Stowe and Charles Dudley Warner as neighbors, the Clemens family spent almost two decades. There, and on summer trips to Elmira, New York, and frequent visits to Europe, Mark Twain turned out the literature that was to make him a folk hero in his own right and the author of some of America’s most familiar books. After Roughing It, he and his neighbor Warner collaborated on the political satire The Gilded Age (1873). On his own, he went further back into his childhood to refine the memories that produced The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), Life on the Mississippi (1883), and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885). Not content with the fame and considerable profit from his books, Clemens added careers as lecturer, publisher, inventor, and investor to his time schedule. By the late 1880s, having attained the stature and affluence he had sought and found so elusive in the Far West, Mark Twain watched impotently as his world crumbled.

Investments, especially in the Paige Typesetter, became bottomless pits; his publishing house, Charles L. Webster & Co., drained rather than produced income for its author-owner; and as he became convinced that human beings were merely machines, incapable of controlling their own destinies or acting unselfishly, his philosophical outlook turned darker and darker. In 1889, he published A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court,  his doomsday novel that prophesied a chilling destruction for the world.

Very shortly, in the early 1890s, his prophecy came true: his publishing company and the Paige Typesetter sank in the Panic of 1893-94; his family moved to Europe, closing the house in Hartford that had been home for two decades. His youngest daughter, Jean, was diagnosed as epileptic; his oldest, Susy, died of spinal meningitis in 1896, while her parents were on a round-the-world lecture tour to pay off their debts. Olivia’s health failed and she died in 1904 in Florence. During the last fifteen years of his life, Mark Twain reverted in curious ways to the condition of his first thirty-five: homeless and uprooted, he moved almost compulsively throughout Europe and (after 1900) the Eastern United States. Isolated from his family by both their illnesses and deaths and his own frenzied public schedule, he had almost no domestic life. He was again, strangely, the wandering vagabond he had described in Roughing It.

But he was a different vagabond, to be sure. His bitterness poured out in published works: The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), “The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg” (1900), and What Is Man? (1907). As America’s disillusioned social gadfly, he assaulted the injustice of imperialism, colonial exploitation, and humbuggery in “To the Person Sitting in Darkness” (1901),  King Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905), and Christian Science  (1907). And in unfinished manuscripts like “The Mysterious Stranger,” “The Great Dark,” and “The Ref uge of the Derelicts,” he worked obsessively on tortured themes. He was, himself, the stranger in an unknown world, raging against its absurdity and raging too against the absurdity of raging.

On March 21, 1910, the raging ceased, in Redding, Connecticut, in the only house he had owned since the one in Hartford. Not laid to rest with him were the paradoxes, contradictions, and polar opposites in his nature and writing, most of which traced back in a direct line to the tensions and conflicts surrounding the composition of, and submerged between the lines in Roughing It.




II.

In his old age, Mark Twain described a three-day spell during his writing of Roughing It as “among the  blackest, the gloomiest, the most wretched of my long life.” In fact, much of the period between early 1870 and mid-1871, when he was trying to finish his manuscript, must have been one prolonged nightmare for the new husband, homeowner, and debt-ridden former vagabond. About three months after the newlyweds settled into their home in Buffalo, Olivia’s father was stricken ill; from June until he died in early August, Jervis Langdon occupied much of his daughter and son-in-law’s time and energy. Shortly after his death, a friend of Olivia’s, Emma Nye, visited, “was immediately taken with typhoid fever,” and died in the Buffalo home in late September. Little over a month later, Olivia gave birth prematurely to the Clemenses’ only son, Langdon, and, worn out from the various traumas, collapsed from exhaustion the following January. Not until mid-March of 1871 was she able to travel to her family in Elmira. In the midst of these continuing catastrophes, Twain was expected to produce columns for the Express, provide a monthly article for the magazine The Galaxy, and make steady progress on his book manuscript. It was not an atmosphere conducive to producing comedy: as he told his publisher during the spring of 1871, “Do you know that for seven weeks I have not had my natural rest but have been a night-and-day sick-nurse to my wife? And am still—and shall be for two or three weeks longer-and yet must turn in now and write a damned humorous  article.”

Nevertheless, he did write, making slow but steady progress on his book. Columns written for the Buffalo  Express in October 1869 and January 1870 on “Baker’s Cat,” “Pocket Mining,” and “Silver Land Nabobs” were recycled for appearance in the volume. In March 1871 his family sent him the old articles he had written for the Virginia City Territorial Enterprise, and Orion forwarded him a memorandum book the older brother had kept on the trip West. On September 4, 1870,  Twain told his publisher that he had written the first four chapters, and the following March, he sent 160 pages to be copied. In addition, he ransacked Thomas J. Dimsdale’s Vigilantes of Montana, his own earlier letters to the Keokuk Gate City and the Sacramento Union, and various Mormon writings for copy. A visit by Joe Goodman, Mark Twain’s old editor on the Enterprise, in April, must have served as a catalyst, for that same month he reported, “I am to the 570th page & booming along.” By the end of April, he had 750 manuscript pages; in mid-May, 1200. Finally, on August 8, 1871, Mark Twain arrived in Hartford, location of the American Publishing Company, with 1830 pages of manuscript, and settled in to “cut & slash & lick & trim & revamp it.” In early October, the finished product went to the printer.

But Mark Twain’s job was not over. He provided advice on the selections to go into the subscription prospectus—the salesmen’s sample book used to entice prospective customers to commit themselves to buying the volume at a later delivery date. He made suggestions about possible illustrations. He tailored a lecture on excerpts from Roughing It and delivered it through the winter of 1871-72, creating interest in the subject. On January 30, 1872, the first copies of Roughing It arrived at the American Publishing Company’s office, and by the end of the year, with Mark Twain’s help, just over 65,000 copies were in the hands of purchasers.

To the author, that was a poor sale; he complained to his publisher, Elisha Bliss, that part of the fault was the “original lack of publicity. I believe I have learned, now, that if one don’t secure publicity & notoriety for a book the instant it is issued, no amount of hard work & faithful advertising can accomplish it later on.” In fact,  Roughing It received hardly any contemporary reviews. Five commentators, including one British, reviewed the volume: the Manchester Guardian on March 6, 1872;  the Boston Transcript on May 1; the Overland Monthly  and the Atlantic Monthly in their June issues; and the New York Tribune on January 31, 1873. The emphasis of this scattering of notices was the grotesque humor of  Roughing It. The Guardian disapproved because Mark Twain was unable “to distinguish between the picturesque and the grotesque”; the Overland disagreed: “This species of humor is certainly grotesque, and hardily extravagant. But it is also genuine, and thoroughly enjoyable.... As Irving stands, without dispute, at the head of American classic humorists, so the precedence in the unclassical school must be conceded to Mark Twain.” The Atlantic review, written by William Dean Howells, was the most perceptive of all: “The grotesque exaggeration and broad irony with which the life is described are conjecturably the truest colors that could have been used, for all existence there must have looked like an extravagant joke, the humor of which was only deepened by its nether-side of tragedy.”

For no matter how haphazardly Mark Twain put his manuscript together, fortuitously snatching at segments from his own earlier journalism and threading them onto an autobiographical narrative thread, a serious undertone echoes beneath the rollicking humor of Roughing It.




III.

As a professional journalist, Mark Twain was the inheritor of the humorous techniques of two schools of writers, the antebellum humorists of the Old Southwest and the postwar Literary Comedians. The former he knew from his youth when, as printer’s devil and tramp printer, he set in type comic stories and anecdotes from magazines and newspapers along the Mississippi River. Recorders of raucously masculine humor, the humorists of the Old Southwest relished tall tales (like the “Bemis and the Bull” yarn in Chapter VII of Roughing It), elaborate hoaxes (like “The Great Landslide Case” in Chapter XXXIV), and the violently physical humor—called “grotesque” in the contemporary reviews—with which  Roughing It abounds.

More important, the Old Southwestern humorists saw the value in contrasting two character types for comic results. One was an outsider, usually genteel, educated, and refined; the other was a roughneck, ungrammatical, rowdy, suspicious of learning, and confident of his own superiority by virtue of physical strength. In the early chapters of Roughing It, the insiders are the “Forty-Niners,” who lie in wait for any new-comer:Poor thing, they are making fun of his hat; and the cut of his New York coat; and his conscientiousness about his grammar; and his feeble profanity; and his consumingly ludicrous ignorance of ores, shafts, tunnels.... And all the time that he is thinking what a sad fate it is to be exiled to that far country, that lonely land, the citizens around him are looking down on him with a blighting compassion because he is an “emigrant” instead of that proudest and blessedest creature that exists on all the earth, a “FORTY-NINER.” (Chapter XVII)





And, in enormous violation of the facts of his biography, Mark Twain turns himself as narrator into that emigrant.

The very first paragraph of Roughing It, a brilliant stylistic triumph, professes that the narrator was “young and ignorant” at the beginning of the Overland trip and “had never been away from home” (when in fact Sam Clemens was in his mid-twenties and had traveled widely), and in addition duplicates rhetorically the naive ignorance of a young child:Pretty soon he [my brother] would be hundreds and hundreds of miles away on the great plains and deserts, and among the mountains of the Far West, and would see buffaloes and Indians, and prairie dogs, and antelopes, and have all kinds of adventures, and may be get hanged or scalped, and have ever such a fine time, and write home and tell us all about it, and be a hero.





The single subject “he” in this sentence has nine separate, coordinate verb phrases to complete its meaning, imitating the breathless and indiscriminate awe of the naif.

And Mark Twain is the Old Southwestern outsider throughout the book, the butt of the jokes and hoaxes as he buys a Mexican plug, unaware of what it is (Chapter XXIV), finds his first “gold” only to discover that it is “nothing but a lot of granite rubbish and nasty glittering mica” (Chapter XXVIII), and has his illusions about the Noble Indian, learned from books like Cooper’s novels, shattered by his sight of the Goshoots (Chapter XIX). Others—Ballou and General Buncombe, for instance—sometimes provide comic relief, but basically the narrator remains the outsider to the strange new world of the Far West.

A final heritage from the humor of the Old Southwest in Roughing It is the unabashed delight in colloquial language, slang, and grammar and syntax decidedly of what the Overland Monthly reviewer calls the “unclassical school.” Played for fun, “Buck Fanshaw’s Funeral” contrasts the vulgar, gambling argot of the miner Scotty Briggs, who speaks “the slang of Nevada[,] the richest and most infinitely varied and copious that had ever existed anywhere in the world,” with the elegant, literate speech of a “minister, a fragile, gentle, spirituel new fledgling from an Eastern theological seminary” (Chapter XLVII). But everywhere through Roughing It, the language is that of the common man.

The Literary Comedians, the other source of much of Mark Twain’s humor, were post-Civil War newspapermen who, like Mark Twain himself, were committed  to turning out columns of humor to meet deadlines. As a result, they resorted to some mechanical devices of facile verbal humor that provoked a quick laugh but which were usually not very durable. Walter Blair has catalogued some of their techniques in Native American Humor: In addition to their love of anticlimax, “they liked to misquote the Scriptures or the classics, to use extraordinary or mixed figurative language, to state euphemistically an unpleasant truth, to pun, to coin words, and to employ malapropisms.” As early as the Prefatory, Mark Twain identified himself with the Literary Comedian school: “Information appears to stew out of me naturally, like the precious ottar of roses out of the otter.” “The Aged Pilot Man” in Chapter LI is a poem which some claim is a parody of “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” In one of his favorite devices, Mark Twain credits an incongruous source: “I felt rowdyish and ‘bully’ (as the historian Josephus phrases it, in his fine chapter upon the destruction of the Temple)” (Chapter XXII). When the minister in “Buck Fanshaw’s Funeral” finally realizes that Fanshaw is dead, he says, quoting Hamlet, “Ah—has departed to that mysterious country from whose bourne no traveler returns,” only to have Scotty Briggs undercut his elegant euphemism: “Return! I reckon not. Why pard, he’s dead!”

Many of the humorists of both schools, as Mark Twain himself pointed out in his essay “How to Tell a Story,” were adept with the deadpan technique of narration, in which the 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.” The story itself “may be spun out to great length, and may wander around as much as it pleases, and arrive nowhere in particular.” Mark Twain was himself an expert practitioner of the art, both on the lecture platform and in “The Jumping Frog,” “Baker’s Blue-Jay Yarn” in A Tramp  Abroad (1880), and most triumphantly with Jim Blaine’s  story of “His Grandfather’s Ram” in Chapter LIII of  Roughing It.

This multitude of comic techniques and postures gave  Roughing It its fame and popularity and linked its author to venerable American humorous traditions.




IV.

But, humorous as Roughing It is, a deep undercurrent of what Howells called the “nether-side of tragedy” runs through the book. Roughing It is Mark Twain’s renunciation of his footloose bachelorhood, his rejection of that myth of the frontier West that obsessed the American imagination in the nineteenth century, and his autopsy of the American Dream.

Critics have noted the form that takes the Eastern narrator (and other Easterners like General Buncombe and the minister in “Buck Fanshaw’s Funeral”) and confronts them with the values of the Far West—which in fact turn out to be false and to produce repeated failure for the narrator (or narrators) of Roughing It. As William M. Gibson points out, a “rather deep hidden but insistent” theme of Roughing It is “that luck is for the lucky, who are few, and that work and a vocation are for the many, of whom Mark Twain was one.” In fact, that very meaning becomes Mark Twain’s “Moral” for his volume in its last paragraph: “If you are of any account, stay at home and make your way by faithful diligence; but if you are ‘no account,’ go away from home, and then you will have to work, whether you want to or not.” What we can hear quite distinctly is the homebound and diligent author of the early 1870s renouncing his own earlier life as “no account.”

And the character who tells his story in Roughing It  constantly punctuates his book with instances of his failure to find the American Dream. Having left home for the first time to seek romance, freedom, success, wealth, and fame in the West, the narrator finds instead cold-blooded murderers, rigged juries, paper speculation in stocks, and blighted hopes, including his own. By Chapter XLII, he even changes his biography from the one in the first paragraph of the book. Now, possessed of “a sumptuous legacy of pride in ... fine Virginian stock and its national distinction,” he “had gone out into the world to shift for myself, at the age of thirteen.” A long list of abortive occupations, most fictional (and all failures except for piloting), underscores the “no account” status of the narrator. But even in the egalitarian Far West, his luck stays bad.

In Chapter XXVIII, after failing to find silver, he announces, “So vanished my dream. So melted my wealth away. So toppled my airy castle to the earth and left me stricken and forlorn.” Again at the end of Chapter XXXV, his dreams of a fortune are crushed and he must go to work as a common laborer. Even his version of Walden Pond, the shore of Lake Tahoe, he manages to set on fire, so that he and his companion Johnny “were homeless wanderers again” (Chapter XXIII). Next, in Chapter XLI, Mark Twain and Calvin Higbie “would have been millionaires if we had only worked with pick and spade one little day on our property and so secured our ownership.” Boredom strikes the narrator once he becomes a reporter for the Territorial Enterprise and he “began to get tired of staying in one place so long.” Moving to San Francisco, he again falls prey to the temptation of speculation and once more loses a million—on paper. “I so lost heart,” he reports, “and so yielded myself up to repinings and sighings and foolish regrets, that I neglected my duties and became about worthless.”

Over and over, the narrator measures the distance between life as he imagined it in the West and its depressing reality. Greeley’s famous injunction to “Go West, young man” becomes for Mark Twain an initiation into homelessness, poverty, and emotional dislocation. The geography is desolate; democratic institutions are corrupted; the wave of Civilization brings, even in the Sandwich Islands chapters, degeneration rather than revitalization. Roughing It is in that sense a rehearsal both for Huckleberry Finn’s rejection of “sivilization” and also a commentary on the futility of his effort to escape by trying to “light out for the Territory.”

Roughing It is more than a personal act of contrition on its author’s part for the life he led prior to coming under the refining influence of his bride, however. (His prospective mother-in-law, when she learned of Clemens’s interest in her daughter, acknowledged that he “seemed to have entered upon a new manner of life, with higher and better purposes actuating his conduct,” but was nevertheless curious whether “this change, so desirably commenced, makes of an immoral man a moral one.”) It was the announcement, in addition, of the end of the antebellum myth of the Garden of Eden regained on the frontier. That part of the American imagination which invested the wilderness, or “Nature” as the Transcendentalists called it, with magic opportunity had been encouraged in literature, rhetoric, and politics until the Civil War. Generations of “emigrants”—from the solitary trapper to the wagon trains containing entire communities—had followed the sun and acted out the mystique promoted by the legends of Daniel Boone, Natty Bumppo, and Davy Crockett. A nexus of illusions—freedom, independence, a “new start,” limitless homestead land—was the tantalus that produced the mass migration to the frontier. A New Home—Who’ll Follow? Caroline M. Kirtland titled her book of midwestern frontier life in 1839. “Stay at home and make your way by faithful diligence,” Mark Twain replied in Chapter LXXIX of Roughing It, speaking not only for himself but representing the shock of defeat and disillusionment for an entire population that was to find no stronger voice until Hamlin Garland in Main-Travelled Roads, published in 1891, two decades after  Roughing It.

The sense of isolation and frustration can be measured dramatically in terms of language. Importantly, one of the essential items of baggage which accompanies the narrator on his trip West is a six-pound unabridged dictionary, which will prove as useless as a piece of Eastern bric-a-brac. His initiation into Western language is full of surprises: in Chapter III, he cannot understand what the stagecoach driver means when he announces that “the thoroughbrace is broke.” Even after his first encounter with “the vigorous new vernacular of the occidental plains and mountains” in Chapter IV, he is plagued with the inability to bridge the gap. The repetition of a Western anecdote about Horace Greeley in Chapter XX reduces him to “the melancholy wreck of a once stalwart and magnificent manhood.”

Nor is the narrator alone in his linguistic isolation. Scotty Briggs and the Eastern minister cannot communicate with one another; young William Beazeley wastes away and dies because Horace Greeley’s letter about turnips is incomprehensible (Chapter LXX). The inability to communicate works both ways, too: Colonel Jack and Colonel Jim (Chapter XLVI) make a trip to New York and mistake a streetcar for a barouche, ignorant of and deceived by the Eastern customs of a strange community.

Ultimately, the Western frontier in Roughing It is a cipher without a code. Chance deaths, chance fortunes, chance failures permeate its pages. The illusion of freedom, independence, self-reliance is splintered over and over again by harsh reality, no matter how humorously the destruction of the illusion is portrayed. Even in the final chapter, Mark Twain is the outsider still, the butt of a practical joke by his “friends,” in a mock holdup, emptied of “watch, money, and a multitude of trifles of small value” and therefore penniless once more.

Failure, then, was the keynote of Roughing It; it threaded its way through both the episodes and the language of the book. When Jim Blaine, quite irrelevantly, attempts to establish the traditional authority of the characters in “His Grandfather’s Ram,” he gropes for convention and “blood.” The Hogadorns are “mighty fine family. Old Maryland stock,” and the Hagars are “Western Reserve Hagars; prime family.” But the attempt to sink roots and find antecedents is fruitless in a story that rambles from wild associative link to wild associative link. By contrast, Arkansas, the Western bully in Chapter XXXI, tries to pick a fight when the landlord merely mentions his own father: “Lan‘lord, what’s your idea for rakin’ up old personalities and blowin’ about your father? Ain’t this company agreeable to you? ...  don’t rake up old bygones and fling ’em in the teeth of a passel of people that wants to be peaceable if they could git a chance.” Caste, genealogy, language, and background are useless in a world based on main chance.

But when the narrator returns home, he discovers that it has so changed that it cannot accommodate his recollections of it: “Half the children I had known were now wearing whiskers or waterfalls, and few of the grown people I had been acquainted with remained at their hearthstones prosperous and happy—some of them had wandered to other scenes, some were in jail, and the rest had been hanged.” Two decades later, when Hank Morgan realizes, in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), that there was a thirteen-century abyss “yawning between me and you! between me and my home and my friends! between me and all that is dear to me, all that could make life worth the living!” he expresses only a poignant version of the sense of loss that the narrator of Roughing It felt in 1872.

Roughing It is, of course, a hilariously funny book and not one that could possibly be mistaken for a product of Mark Twain’s bitter old age. Its author was capable of  comic self-deprecation and able to laugh at his own past. He managed to burlesque his own earlier excesses with a resiliency he would lose in the last years of his life. As a master of humorous techniques, he could turn potentially tragic situations into ludicrous ones.

As a result, Roughing It will always remain a significant and ebullient portrayal of the Western idiom and life-style; but it also shows glimpses beneath the surface of the pitfalls of the American Dream and the case history of one victim of its falsehoods.

—Hamlin Hill
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A Note on the Text

This edition of Roughing It is set from the first American edition of the book, published in Hartford, Connecticut, by the American Publishing Company on January 30, 1872. It includes first-edition illustrations referred to by Mark Twain in the text, and it makes no attempt to normalize the author’s variant spellings and punctuation. Only obvious typographical errors have been corrected.

An English edition was also published in 1872, by George Routledge and Sons, Ltd., in two volumes titled  Roughing It and Innocents at Home. The English edition was set from the American one, but without the illustrations or the appendices.
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Prefatory.

This book is merely a personal narrative and not a pretentious history or a philosophical dissertation. It is a record of several years of variegated vagabondizing, and its object is rather to help the resting reader while away an idle hour than afflict him with metaphysics, or goad him with science. Still, there is information in the volume; information concerning an interesting episode in the history of the Far West, about which no books have been written by persons who were on the ground in person, and saw the happenings of the time with their own eyes. I allude to the rise, growth and culmination of the silver-mining fever in Nevada—a curious episode, in some respects; the only one, of its peculiar kind, that has occurred in the land; and the only one, indeed, that is likely to occur in it.

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

The Author.




Chapter I.

My brother had just been appointed Secretary of Nevada Territory—an office of such majesty that it concentrated in itself the duties and dignities of Treasurer, Comptroller, Secretary of State, and Acting Governor in the Governor’s absence. A salary of eighteen hundred dollars a year and the title of “Mr. Secretary,” gave to the great position an air of wild and imposing grandeur. I was young and ignorant, and I envied my brother. I coveted his distinction and his financial splendor, but particularly and especially the long, strange journey he was going to make, and the curious new world he was going to explore. He was going to travel! I never had been away from home, and that word “travel” had a seductive charm for me. Pretty soon he would be hundreds and hundreds of miles away on the great plains and deserts, and among the mountains of the Far West, and would see buffaloes and Indians, and prairie dogs, and antelopes, and have all kinds of adventures, and may be get hanged or scalped, and have ever such a fine time, and write home and tell us all about it, and be a hero. And he would see the gold mines and the silver mines, and maybe go about of an afternoon when his work was done, and pick up two or three pailfuls of shining slugs, and nuggets of gold and silver on the hillside. And by and by he would become very rich, and return home by sea, and be able to talk as calmly about San Francisco and the ocean, and “the isthmus” as if it was nothing of any consequence to have seen those marvels face to face. What I suffered in contemplating his happiness, pen cannot describe. And so, when he offered me, in cold blood, the sublime position of private secretary under him, it appeared to me that the heavens and the earth passed away, and the firmament was rolled together as a scroll! I had nothing more to desire. My contentment was complete. At the end of an hour or two I was ready for the journey. Not much packing up was necessary, because we were going in the overland stage from the Missouri frontier to Nevada, and passengers were only allowed a small quantity of baggage apiece. There was no Pacific railroad in those fine times of ten or twelve years ago—not a single rail of it.

I only proposed to stay in Nevada three months—I had no thought of staying longer than that. I meant to see all I could that was new and strange, and then hurry home to business. I little thought that I would not see the end of that three-month pleasure excursion for six or seven uncommonly long years!

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

We were six days going from St. Louis to “St. Jo.”—a trip that was so dull, and sleepy, and eventless that it has left no more impression on my memory than if its duration had been six minutes instead of that many days. No record is left in my mind, now, concerning it, but a confused jumble of savage-looking snags, which we deliberately walked over with one wheel or the other; and of reefs which we butted and butted, and then retired from and climbed over in some softer place; and of sand-bars which we roosted on occasionally, and rested, and then got out our crutches and sparred over. In fact,  the boat might almost as well have gone to St. Jo. by land, for she was walking most of the time, anyhow—climbing over reefs and clambering over snags patiently and laboriously all day long. The captain said she was a “bully” boat, and all she wanted was more “shear” and a bigger wheel. I thought she wanted a pair of stilts, but I had the deep sagacity not to say so.




Chapter II.

The first thing we did on that glad evening that landed us at St. Joseph was to hunt up the stage-office, and pay a hundred and fifty dollars apiece for tickets per overland coach to Carson City, Nevada.

The next morning, bright and early, we took a hasty breakfast, and hurried to the starting-place. Then an inconvenience presented itself which we had not properly appreciated before, namely, that one cannot make a heavy traveling trunk stand for twenty-five pounds of baggage—because it weighs a good deal more. But that was all we could take—twenty—five pounds each. So we had to snatch our trunks open, and make a selection in a good deal of hurry. We put our lawful twenty-five pounds apiece all in one valise, and shipped the trunks back to St. Louis again. It was a sad parting, for now we had no swallow-tail coats and white kid gloves to wear at Pawnee receptions in the Rocky Mountains, and no stove-pipe hats nor patent-leather boots, nor anything else necessary to make life calm and peaceful. We were reduced to a war footing. Each of us put on a rough, heavy suit of clothing, woolen army shirt and “stogy” boots included; and into the valise we crowded a few white shirts, some under-clothing and such things. My brother, the Secretary, took along about four pounds of United States statutes and six pounds of Unabridged  Dictionary; for we did not know—poor innocents—that such things could be bought in San Francisco on one day and received in Carson City the next. I was armed to the teeth with a pitiful little Smith & Wesson’s seven-shooter, which carried a ball like a homœpathic pill, and it took the whole seven to make a dose for an adult. But I thought it was grand. It appeared to me to be a dangerous weapon. It only had one fault—you could not hit anything with it. One of our “conductors” practiced awhile on a cow with it, and as long as she stood still and behaved herself she was safe; but as soon as she went to moving about, and he got to shooting at other things, she came to grief. The Secretary had a small-sized Colt’s revolver strapped around him for protection against the Indians, and to guard against accidents he carried it uncapped. Mr. George Bemis was dismally formidable. George Bemis was our fellow-traveler. We had never seen him before. He wore in his belt an old original “Allen” revolver, such as irreverent people called a “pepper-box.” Simply drawing the trigger back, cocked and fired the pistol. As the trigger came back, the hammer would begin to rise and the barrel to turn over, and presently down would drop the hammer, and away would speed the ball. To aim along the turning barrel and hit the thing aimed at was a feat which was probably never done with an “Allen” in the world. But George’s was a reliable weapon, nevertheless, because, as one of the stage-drivers afterward said, “If she didn’t get what she went after, she would fetch something else.” And so she did. She went after a deuce of spades nailed against a tree, once, and fetched a mule standing about thirty yards to the left of it. Bemis did not want the mule; but the owner came out with a double-barreled shotgun and persuaded him to buy it, anyhow. It was a cheerful weapon—the “Allen.” Sometimes all its six barrels would go off at once, and then there was no safe place in all the region round about, but behind it.

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

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

Our coach was a great swinging and swaying stage, of the most sumptuous description—an imposing cradle on wheels. It was drawn by six handsome horses, and by the side of the driver sat the “conductor,” the legitimate captain of the craft; for it was his business to take charge and care of the mails, baggage, express matter, and passengers. We three were the only passengers, this trip. We sat on the back seat, inside. About all the rest of the coach was full of mail bags—for we had three days’ delayed mails with us. Almost touching our knees, a perpendicular wall of mail matter rose up to the roof. There was a great pile of it strapped on top of the stage, and both the fore and hind boots were full. We had twenty-seven hundred pounds of it aboard, the driver said—“a little for Brigham, and Carson, and ‘Frisco, but the heft of it for the Injuns, which is powerful troublesome ’thout they get plenty of truck to read.” But as he just then got up a fearful convulsion of his countenance which was suggestive of a wink being swallowed by an earthquake, we guessed that his remark was intended to be facetious, and to mean that we would unload the most of our mail matter somewhere on the Plains and leave it to the Indians, or whosoever wanted it.

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

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

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

“You bet!”

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

“You BET!”

Then she cheered up, and faced around and said:

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

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

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

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

We resolved not to “lay by at Cottonwood.”




Chapter III.

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

“By George, the thoroughbrace is broke!”

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

Just then the conductor’s face appeared at a lifted curtain, and his lantern glared in on us and our wall of mail matter. He said:

“Gents, you’ll have to turn out a spell. Thoroughbrace is broke.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

As the sun was going down, we saw the first specimen of an animal known familiarly over two thousand miles of mountain and desert—from Kansas clear to the Pacific Ocean—as the “jackass rabbit.” He is well named. He is just like any other rabbit, except that he is from one third to twice as large, has longer legs in proportion to his size, and has the most preposterous ears that ever were mounted on any creature but a jackass. When he is sitting quiet, thinking about his sins, or is absent-minded or unapprehensive of danger, his majestic ears project above him conspicuously; but the breaking of a twig will scare him nearly to death, and then he tilts his ears back gently and starts for home. All you can see, then, for the next minute, is his long gray form stretched out straight and “streaking it” through the low sage-brush, head erect, eyes right, and ears just canted a little to the rear, but showing you where the animal is, all the time, the same as if he carried a jib. Now and then he makes a marvelous spring with his long legs, high over the stunted sage-brush, and scores a leap that would make a horse envious. Presently he comes down to a long, graceful “lope,” and shortly he mysteriously disappears. He has crouched behind a sage-bush, and will sit there and listen and tremble until you get within six feet of him, when he will get under way again. But one must shoot at this creature once, if he wishes to see him throw his heart into his heels, and do the best he knows how  He is frightened clear through, now, and he lays his long ears down on his back, straightens himself out like a yard-stick every spring he makes, and scatters miles behind him with an easy indifference that is enchanting.

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

I do not remember where we first came across “sage-brush,” but as I have been speaking of it I may as well describe it. This is easily done, for if the reader can imagine a gnarled and venerable live oak-tree reduced to a little shrub two feet high, with its rough bark, its foliage, its twisted boughs, all complete, he can picture the “sage-brush” exactly. Often, on lazy afternoons in the mountains, I have lain on the ground with my face under a sage-bush, and entertained myself with fancying that the gnats among its foliage were liliputian birds, and that the ants marching and countermarching about its base were liliputian flocks and herds, and myself some vast loafer from Brobdignag waiting to catch a little citizen and eat him.

It is an imposing monarch of the forest in exquisite miniature, is the “sage-brush.” Its foliage is a grayish green, and gives that tint to desert and mountain. It smells like our domestic sage, and “sage-tea” made from it tastes like the sage-tea which all boys are so well acquainted with. The sage-brush is a singularly hardy plant, and grows right in the midst of deep sand, and among barren rocks, where nothing else in the vegetable  world would try to grow, except “bunch-grass.”1 The sage-bushes grow from three to six or seven feet apart, all over the mountains and deserts of the Far West, clear to the borders of California. There is not a tree of any kind in the deserts, for hundreds of miles—there is no vegetation at all in a regular desert, except the sage-brush and its cousin the “greasewood,” which is so much like the sage-brush that the difference amounts to little. Camp-fires and hot suppers in the deserts would be impossible but for the friendly sage-brush. Its trunk is as large as a boy’s wrist (and from that up to a man’s arm), and its crooked branches are half as large as its trunk—all good, sound, hard wood, very like oak.

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

Sage-brush is very fair fuel, but as a vegetable it is a distinguished failure. Nothing can abide the taste of it but the jackass and his illegitimate child the mule. But their testimony to its nutritiousness is worth nothing, for they will eat pine knots, or anthracite coal, or brass filings, or lead pipe, or old bottles, or anything that comes   handy, and then go off looking as grateful as if they had had oysters for dinner. Mules and donkeys and camels have appetites that anything will relieve temporarily, but nothing satisfy. In Syria, once, at the head-waters of the Jordan, a camel took charge of my overcoat while the tents were being pitched, and examined it with a critical eye, all over, with as much interest as if he had an idea of getting one made like it; and then, after he was done figuring on it as an article of apparel, he began to contemplate it as an article of diet. He put his foot on it, and lifted one of the sleeves out with his teeth, and chewed and chewed at it, gradually taking it in, and all the while opening and closing his eyes in a kind of religious ecstasy, as if he had never tasted anything as good as an overcoat before, in his life. Then he smacked his lips once or twice, and reached after the other sleeve. Next he tried the velvet collar, and smiled a smile of such contentment that it was plain to see that he regarded that as the daintiest thing about an overcoat. The tails went next, along with some percussion caps and cough candy, and some fig-paste from Constantinople. And then my newspaper correspondence dropped out, and he took a chance in that—manuscript letters written for the home papers. But he was treading on dangerous ground, now. He began to come across solid wisdom in those documents that was rather weighty on his stomach; and occasionally he would take a joke that would shake him up till it loosened his teeth; it was getting to be perilous times with him, but he held his grip with good courage and hopefully, till at last he began to stumble on statements that not even a camel could swallow with impunity. He began to gag and gasp, and his eyes to stand out, and his forelegs to spread, and in about a quarter of a minute he fell over as stiff as a carpenter’s work-bench, and died a death of indescribable agony. I went and pulled the manuscript out of his mouth, and found that  the sensitive creature had choked to death on one of the mildest and gentlest statements of fact that I ever laid before a trusting public.

I was about to say, when diverted from my subject, that occasionally one finds sage-bushes five or six feet high, and with a spread of branch and foliage in proportion, but two or two and a half feet is the usual height.




Chapter IV.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The station buildings were long, low huts, made of sun-dried, mud-colored bricks, laid up without mortar  (adobes, the Spaniards call these bricks, and Americans shorten it to ’dobies). The roofs, which had no slant to them worth speaking of, were thatched and then sodded or covered with a thick layer of earth, and from this sprung a pretty rank growth of weeds and grass. It was the first time we had ever seen a man’s front yard on top of his house. The buildings consisted of barns, stable-room for twelve or fifteen horses, and a hut for an eating-room for passengers. This latter had bunks in it  for the station-keeper and a hostler or two. You could rest your elbow on its eaves, and you had to bend in order to get in at the door. In place of a window there was a square hole about large enough for a man to crawl through, but this had no glass in it. There was no flooring, but the ground was packed hard. There was no stove, but the fire-place served all needful purposes. There were no shelves, no cupboards, no closets. In a comer stood an open sack of flour, and nestling against its base were a couple of black and venerable tin coffee-pots, a tin tea-pot, a little bag of salt, and a side of bacon.

By the door of the station-keeper’s den, outside, was a tin wash-basin, on the ground. Near it was a pail of water and a piece of yellow bar soap, and from the eaves hung a hoary blue woolen shirt, significantly—but this latter was the station-keeper’s private towel, and only two persons in all the party might venture to use it—the stage-driver and the conductor. The latter would not, from a sense of decency; the former would not, because he did not choose to encourage the advances of a station-keeper. We had towels—in the valise; they might as well have been in Sodom and Gomorrah. We (and the conductor) used our handkerchiefs, and the driver his pantaloons and sleeves. By the door, inside, was fastened a small old-fashioned looking-glass frame, with two little fragments of the original mirror lodged down in one corner of it. This arrangement afforded a pleasant double-barreled portrait of you when you looked into it, with one half of your head set up a couple of inches above the other half. From the glass frame hung the half of a comb by a string—but if I had to describe that patriarch or die, I believe I would order some sample coffins. It had come down from Esau and Samson, and had been accumulating hair ever since—along with certain impurities. In one corner of the room stood three or four rifles and muskets, together with horns and pouches of ammunition. The station-men wore pantaloons of coarse, country-woven stuff, and into the seat and the inside of the legs were sewed ample additions of buckskin, to do duty in place of leggings, when the man rode horseback—so the pants were half dull blue and half yellow, and unspeakably picturesque. The pants were stuffed into the tops of high boots, the heels whereof were armed with great Spanish spurs, whose little iron clogs and chains jingled with every step. The man wore a huge beard and mustachios, an old slouch hat, a blue woolen shirt, no suspenders, no vest, no coat—in a leathern sheath in his belt, a great long “navy” revolver (slung on right side, hammer to the front), and projecting from his boot a horn-handled bowie-knife. The furniture of the hut was neither gorgeous nor much in the way. The rocking-chairs and sofas were not present, and never had been, but they were represented by two three-legged stools, a pine-board bench four feet long, and two empty candle-boxes. The table was a greasy board on stilts, and the table-cloth and napkins had not come—and they were not looking for them, either. A battered tin platter, a knife and fork, and a tin pint cup, were at each man’s place, and the driver had a queensware saucer that had seen better days. Of course this duke sat at the head of the table. There was one isolated piece of table furniture that bore about it a touching air of grandeur in misfortune. This was the caster. It was German silver, and crippled and rusty, but it was so preposterously out of place there that it was suggestive of a tattered exiled king among barbarians, and the majesty of its native position compelled respect even in its degradation. There was only one cruet left, and that was a stopperless, fly-specked, broken-necked thing, with two inches of vinegar in it, and a dozen preserved flies with their heels up and looking sorry they had invested there.

The station-keeper upended a disk of last week’s  bread, of the shape and size of an old-time cheese, and carved some slabs from it which were as good as Nicholson pavement, and tenderer.

He sliced off a piece of bacon for each man, but only the experienced old hands made out to eat it, for it was condemned army bacon which the United States would not feed to its soldiers in the forts, and the stage company had bought it cheap for the sustenance of their passengers and employes. We may have found this condemned army bacon further out on the plains than the section I am locating it in, but we found it—there is no gainsaying that.

Then he poured for us a beverage which he called  “Slumgullion, ” and it is hard to think he was not inspired when he named it. It really pretended to be tea, but there was too much dish-rag, and sand, and old bacon-rind in it to deceive the intelligent traveler. He had no sugar and no milk—not even a spoon to stir the ingredients with.

We could not eat the bread or the meat, nor drink the “slumgullion.” And when I looked at that melancholy vinegar-cruet, I thought of the anecdote (a very, very old one, even at that day) of the traveler who sat down to a table which had nothing on it but a mackerel and a pot of mustard. He asked the landlord if this was all. The landlord said:

“All! Why, thunder and lightning, I should think there was mackerel enough there for six.”

“But I don’t like mackerel.”

“Oh—then help yourself to the mustard.”

In other days I had considered it a good, a very good, anecdote, but there was a dismal plausibility about it, there, that took all the humor out of it.

Our breakfast was before us, but our teeth were idle.

I tasted and smelt, and said I would take coffee, I believed. The station-boss stopped dead still, and glared at  me speechless. At last, when he came to, he turned away and said, as one who communes with himself upon a matter too vast to grasp:

“Coffee! Well, if that don’t go clean ahead of me, I’m d—d!”

We could not eat, and there was no conversation among the hostlers and herdsmen—we all sat at the same board. At least there was no conversation further than a single hurried request, now and then, from one employe to another. It was always in the same form, and always gruffly friendly. Its western freshness and novelty startled me, at first, and interested me; but it presently grew monotonous, and lost its charm. It was:

“Pass the bread, you son of a skunk!” No, I forget—skunk was not the word; it seems to me it was still stronger than that; I know it was, in fact, but it is gone from my memory, apparently. However, it is no matter—probably it was too strong for print, anyway. It is the landmark in my memory which tells me where I first encountered the vigorous new vernacular of the occidental plains and mountains.

We gave up the breakfast, and paid our dollar apiece and went back to our mail-bag bed in the coach, and found comfort in our pipes. Right here we suffered the first diminution of our princely state. We left our six fine horses and took six mules in their place. But they were wild Mexican fellows, and a man had to stand at the head of each of them and hold him fast while the driver gloved and got himself ready. And when at last he grasped the reins and gave the word, the men sprung suddenly away from the mules’ heads and the coach shot from the station as if it had issued from a cannon. How the frantic animals did scamper! It was a fierce and furious gallop—and the gait never altered for a moment till we reeled off ten or twelve miles and swept up to the next collection of little station-huts and stables.

So we flew along all day. At 2 P.M. the belt of timber  that fringes the North Platte and marks its windings through the vast level floor of the Plains came in sight. At 4 P.M. we crossed a branch of the river, and at 5 P.M. we crossed the Platte itself, and landed at Fort Kearney,  fifty-six hours out from St. Joe—THREE HUNDRED MILES!

Now that was stage-coaching on the great overland, ten or twelve years ago, when perhaps not more than ten men in America, all told, expected to live to see a railroad follow that route to the Pacific. But the railroad is there, now, and it pictures a thousand odd comparisons and contrasts in my mind to read the following sketch, in the New York Times, of a recent trip over almost the very ground I have been describing. I can scarcely comprehend the new state of things: “ACROSS THE CONTINENT.”

“At 4.20 P.M., Sunday, we rolled out of the station at Omaha, and started westward on our long jaunt. A couple of hours out, dinner was announced—an “event” to those of us who had yet to experience what it is to eat in one of Pullman’s hotels on wheels; so, stepping into the car next forward of our sleeping palace, we found ourselves in the dining-car. It was a revelation to us, that first dinner on Sunday. And though we continued to dine for four days, and had as many breakfasts and suppers, our whole party never ceased to admire the perfection of the arrangements, and the marvelous results achieved. Upon tables covered with snowy linen, and garnished with services of solid silver, Ethiop waiters, flitting about in spotless white, placed as by magic a repast at which Delmonico himself could have had no occasion to blush; ahd, indeed, in some respects it would be hard for that distinguished chef to match our menu; for, in addition to all that ordinarily makes up a first-chop dinner, had we not our antelope steak (the gormand who has not experienced this—bah! what does he know of the feast of fat things?) our delicious mountain-brook trout, and choice fruits and berries, and (sauce piquant and unpurchasable!) our sweet-scented, appetite-compelling air of the prairies? You may depend upon it, we all did justice to the good things, and as we washed them down with bumpers of sparkling Krug, whilst we sped along at the rate of thirty miles an hour, agreed it was the fastest living we had ever experienced. (We beat that, however, two days afterward when we made twenty-seven miles in twenty-seven minutes, while our Champagne glasses filled to the brim spilled not a drop!) After dinner we repaired to our drawing-room car, and, as it was Sabbath eve, intoned some of the grand old hymns—“Praise God from whom,” etc.; “Shining Shore,” “Coronation,” etc.—the voices of the men singers and of the women singers blending sweetly in the evening air, while our train, with its great, glaring Polyphemus eye, lighting up long vistas of prairie, rushed into the night and the Wild. Then to bed in luxurious couches, where we slept the sleep of the just and only awoke the next morning (Monday) at eight o’clock, to find ourselves at the crossing of the North Platte, three hundred miles from Omaha—fifteen hours and forty minutes out. ”








Chapter V.

Another night of alternate tranquillity and turmoil. But morning came, by and by. It was another glad awakening to fresh breezes, vast expanses of level greensward, bright sunlight, an impressive solitude utterly without visible human beings or human habitations, and an atmosphere of such amazing magnifying properties that trees that seemed close at hand were more than three miles away. We resumed undress uniform, climbed a-top of the flying coach, dangled our legs over the side, shouted occasionally at our frantic mules, merely to see them lay their ears back and scamper faster, tied our hats on to keep our hair from blowing away, and leveled an outlook over the world-wide carpet about us for things new and strange to gaze at. Even at this day it thrills me through and through to think of the life, the gladness and the wild sense of freedom that used to make the blood dance in my veins on those fine overland mornings!

Along about an hour after breakfast we saw the first prairie-dog villages, the first antelope, and the first wolf. If I remember rightly, this latter was the regular cayote  (pronounced ky-o-te) of the farther deserts. And if it was, he was not a pretty creature or respectable either, for I got well acquainted with his race afterward, and can speak with confidence. The cayote is a long, slim,  sick and sorry-looking skeleton, with a gray wolf-skin stretched over it, a tolerably bushy tail that forever sags down with a despairing expression of forsakenness and misery, a furtive and evil eye, and a long, sharp face, with slightly lifted lip and exposed teeth. He has a general slinking expression all over. The cayote is a living, breathing allegory of Want. He is always hungry. He is always poor, out of luck and friendless. The meanest creatures despise him, and even the fleas would desert him for a velocipede. He is so spiritless and cowardly that even while his exposed teeth are pretending a threat, the rest of his face is apologizing for it. And he is  so homely!—so scrawny, and ribby, and coarse-haired, and pitiful. When he sees you he lifts his lip and lets a flash of his teeth out, and then turns a little out of the course he was pursuing, depresses his head a bit, and strikes a long, soft-footed trot through the sage-brush, glancing over his shoulder at you, from time to time, till he is about out of easy pistol range, and then he stops and takes a deliberate survey of you; he will trot fifty yards and stop again—another fifty and stop again; and finally the gray of his gliding body blends with the gray of the sage-brush, and he disappears. All this is when you make no demonstration against him; but if you do, he develops a livelier interest in his journey, and instantly electrifies his heels and puts such a deal of real estate between himself and your weapon, that by the time you have raised the hammer you see that you need a minie rifle, and by the time you have got him in line you need a rifled cannon, and by the time you have “drawn a bead” on him you see well enough that nothing but an unusually long-winded streak of lightning could reach him where he is now. But if you start a swift-footed dog after him, you will enjoy it ever so much—especially if it is a dog that has a good opinion of himself, and has been brought up to think he knows something about speed. The cayote will go swinging  gently off on that deceitful trot of his, and every little while he will smile a fraudful smile over his shoulder that will fill that dog entirely full of encouragement and worldly ambition, and make him lay his head still lower to the ground, and stretch his neck further to the front, and pant more fiercely, and stick his tail out straighter behind, and move his furious legs with a yet wilder frenzy, and leave a broader and broader, and higher and denser cloud of desert sand smoking behind, and marking his long wake across the level plain! And all this time the dog is only a short twenty feet behind the cayote, and to save the soul of him he cannot understand why it is that he cannot get perceptibly closer; and he begins to get aggravated, and it makes him madder and madder to see how gently the cayote glides along and never pants or sweats or ceases to smile; and he grows still more and more incensed to see how shamefully he has been taken in by an entire stranger, and what an ignoble swindle that long, calm, soft-footed trot is; and next he notices that he is getting fagged, and that the cayote actually has to slacken speed a little to keep from running away from him—and then that town-dog is mad in earnest, and he begins to strain and weep and swear, and paw the sand higher than ever, and reach for the cayote with concentrated and desperate energy. This “spurt” finds him six feet behind the gliding enemy, and two miles from his friends. And then, in the instant that a wild new hope is lighting up his face, the cayote turns and smiles blandly upon him once more, and with a something about it which seems to say: “Well, I shall have to tear myself away from you, bub—business is business, and it will not do for me to be fooling along this way all day”—and forthwith there is a rushing sound, and the sudden splitting of a long crack through the atmosphere, and behold that dog is solitary and alone in the midst of a vast solitude!

It makes his head swim. He stops, and looks all  around; climbs the nearest sand-mound, and gazes into the distance; shakes his head reflectively, and then, without a word, he turns and jogs along back to his train, and takes up a humble position under the hindmost wagon, and feels unspeakably mean, and looks ashamed, and hangs his tail at half-mast for a week. And for as much as a year after that, whenever there is a great hue and cry after a cayote, that dog will merely glance in that direction without emotion, and apparently observe to himself, “I believe I do not wish any of the pie.”

The cayote lives chiefly in the most desolate and forbidding deserts, along with the lizard, the jackass-rabbit and the raven, and gets an uncertain and precarious living, and earns it. He seems to subsist almost wholly on the carcases of oxen, mules and horses that have dropped out of emigrant trains and died, and upon windfalls of carrion, and occasional legacies of offal bequeathed to him by white men who have been opulent enough to have something better to butcher than condemned army bacon. He will eat anything in the world that his first cousins, the desert-frequenting tribes of Indians will, and they will eat anything they can bite. It is a curious fact that these latter are the only creatures known to history who will eat nitro-glycerine and ask for more if they survive.

The cayote of the deserts beyond the Rocky Mountains has a peculiarly hard time of it, owing to the fact that his relations, the Indians, are just as apt to be the first to detect a seductive scent on the desert breeze, and follow the fragrance to the late ox it emanated from, as he is himself; and when this occurs he has to content himself with sitting off at a little distance watching those people strip off and dig out everything edible, and walk off with it. Then he and the waiting ravens explore the skeleton and polish the bones. It is considered that the cayote, and the obscene bird, and the Indian of the desert, testify their blood kinship with each other in that they live together in the waste places of the earth on terms of perfect confidence and friendship, while hating all other creatures and yearning to assist at their funerals. He does not mind going a hundred miles to breakfast, and a hundred and fifty to dinner, because he is sure to have three or four days between meals, and he can just as well be traveling and looking at the scenery as lying around doing nothing and adding to the burdens of his parents.

We soon learned to recognize the sharp, vicious bark of the cayote as it came across the murky plain at night to disturb our dreams among the mail-sacks; and remembering his forlorn aspect and his hard fortune, made shift to wish him the blessed novelty of a long day’s good luck and a limitless larder the morrow.
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