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THE ADVENTURES OF
TOM SAWYER



Introduction

Mark Twain

The writer’s real name was Samuel Clemens. He was born
in 1835 in the state of Missouri, not very far from the little
town of Hannibal. Hannibal, on the west bank of the Mis-
sissippi River, is the “St Petersburg” of this book. It was
then a village (though it is sometimes called a “town” in
this book), but it is now a town of about 19,000 people.

Sam’s boyhood in Hannibal seems to have been quite
happy, though they were rough times in such a place on
the edge of civilised America. He was only twelve when his
father died, and he had to start work in his older brother’s
printing works. It was not exciting work for a lover of ac-
tion, and Sam was glad to change from printing to piloting
the Mississippi River steamboats. It was important and dif-
ficult work. The water was often not deep enough for a big
steamboat, and rain or dry weather farther up the river
could make a difference to the speed of the river water as
well as to its depth.

Sam Clemens was happy as a river pilot. But the Civil
War between North and South (1861 — 65) put an end to
the great days of the river boats. Sam became a newspaper
reporter, choosing to write, not as Samuel Clemens, but as
“Mark Twain”. This was the call of the river-boat leads-
man when he tested the depth of the water with his line
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and found it was two fathoms deep, which was enough for
a large steamboat (1 fathom=1.83 metres).

It was as a newspaper reporter that Mark Twain joined
a ship taking some of the carliest American tourists to Eu- -
rope and the East. Out of that came his first full-length
book, The Innocents Abroad (1869). It was a very funny
book, and it showed Americans that they could laugh at
themselves. In the book, Mark Twain’s tourists visit place
after place and judge everything, not for historical or ar-
tistic values, but comparing the things seen with things in
their own experience. One of their judgements that readers’
enjoyed was about the great artist Leonardo da Vinci:

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

The success of that book made it possible for Mark
Twain to end his work as a‘néwspaper reporter, and spend
his time writing books. His two most famous books are this
one: The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), and — much
later, in 1884 — The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The
setting for both is the great Mississippi River that had
meant so much to Samuel Clemens as a boy and as a young
man.

The Mississippi River

The name Mississippi means “Father of waters” in the Al-
gonquin Indian language. The river, 3, 779 kilometres
long, begins at a height of 446 metres in the state of Min-
nesota. It flows at first between high cliff-like banks, then
through valleys which are thickly forested. It receives wa-
ter from a number of other rivers, including the Illinois
and America’s longest river, the Missouri. These rivers
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formed the way for the settlement of the central United
States. When steamboats arrived, from 1812, there was a
great increase in travel and trade.

A place like Hannibal (Mark Twain’s “St Petersburg”)
would be visited by steamboats carrying passengers or
goods up or down the river. The people would also see
great rafts of logs from the forests on the banks. Several
men would live on these rafts, taking them down the river
to the sawmills at the ports.

The river, then, was very important in the life of a
place like Hannibal. And that is why, in play, a boy like -
Ben Rogers “was the Big Missouri, a great river steamboat
nearly three metres deep in the water. He was the steam-
boat, and the captain, and the engine-room bells.”

The Cave

There is a cave south of Hannibal that is very much like the
“McDougal’s Cave” of this story. The real cave,
. McDowell’s Cave, is visited every year by thousands of
. tourists. They don’t use candles now, and they don’t get
‘lost. They visit it because it has real wonders — rather like
the “Hall”, the “Great Church”, “Aladdin’s Palace” and
other wonders of “McDougal’s Cave” — but mainly they go
because it is important in a favourite book: The Adven-
tures of Tom Sawyer .




