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Introduction

Mark Twain

The writer’s real name was Samuel Clemens. He was born
in Missouri, in the United States of America, in 1835. He
was trained as a printer, but he soon began writing for the
newspapers. He loved travel, and he loved the steamboats
that went up and down the Mississippi River. He spent
some time as a steamboat pilot,and the stories he wrote for
the papers were often about the people of the steamboats
and the river banks. Some of the stories were about real
people and places, seen with an observant eye and told
with a love of fun. Some were fiction, like The Celebrated
Jumping Frog of Calaveras County (1865).

At about this time, Samuel Clemens began to call him-
self, as a writer, “Mark Twain”. The words were one of
the calls of the “leadsman” on a river boat. “Mark Twain”
meant that the line with a lead weight on the end showed
that the water was two fathoms (about 3.7 metres) deep,
plenty of depth for a steamboat, even one with a very big
paddlewheel to drive it through the water.

In 1867, Mark Twain went to Europe and the Holy
Land with a large group of American tourists. The letters
he wrote, collected in a book as The Innocents Abroad , are
more about the tourists themselves than about the places
they visited. America, and later many other countries,
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laughed joyfully at the tourists and their opinions and
funny adventures. Mark Twain saw things through his fel-
low tourists’ eyes and pretended to think like one of them.
For example, about Leonardo da Vinci he tells us:

They spell it vinci and pronounce it Vinchy; foreigners
always spell better than they pronounce.

Mark Twain’s first novel, The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer (1875), is still widely read and enjoyed. Perhaps it
is more like a collection of separate adventures than a
modern novel, but the reader ends by knowing Tom
Sawyer and his friends as if they were real people.

One of Tom Sawyer’s friends is the “hero” of The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). This story is told
as if Huck Finn were the writer—the boy who “makes” the
book—and we see through Huck’s eyes everything that
happens. The adventures begin in “St Petersburg”, which
is really the small town of Hannibal. Hannibal is now a
town of about 19,000 people. It was much smaller when
Samuel Clemens spent his boyhood there—in this book it is
sometimes a “village” and sometimes a “town”. Huckle-
berry Finn is described in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer as
“the son of the town’s drunkard. All the mothers of the town
hated and feared Huckleberry because he was lazy, and lawless,
and without manners, and bad—and because their children
thought he was wonderful”. In The Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn we are to suppose that he is about fourteen years old.

The Mississippi River

You will find a map on page 132. It does not show the
whole (3,779 kilometres) lenght of the Mississippi River
from Minnesota to the sea, but it includes the part that is
important in this book.
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Both the Mississippi and the Missouri rivers flow be-
tween banks that are in places heavily forested. At the
time of this story the trees were important in the trade of
the area, and a lot of the wood was floated down the river
in rafts—logs or lengths of sawn wood fastened together to
make a flat floating surface. Raftsmen used long oars to
control the raft.

‘Steamboats, driven by big paddlewheels, first ap-
peared on the river in 1812, taking the place of the canoes
used by earlier settlers. Travel by river was very important
in the opening up of the United States, especially in the
time before the railroads were built.

Slaves and Slavery
The title page of the first printing of The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn in 1884 has on it:

Scene: The Mississippi Valley -
Time: Forty to fifty years ago

So we must know something about the matter of slaves like
Jim between 1834 and 1844. By 1804 laws had been passed
in all the Northern states for the gradual freeing of all
slaves in those states. But the plantation system of farming
kept slavery unchecked in the Southern states. And in
those states the Abelitionists—those who wanted to end by
law Cabolish ) the keeping of slaves in all parts of the
United States—were hated by the slave owners, and their
ideas were treated as the worst kind of sin. It is because he
has been taught that it is a terrible sin that Huckleberry
Finn is so ashamed of helping Jim to escape.

Both Huck and Jim call black people “niggers”. It was
the usual word at that place and time. It is not used today.
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