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INTRODUCTION A%

INTRODUCTION

Mark Twain had been a celebrity for a good many years before he could be
persuaded to regard himself as anything more than an accident, a news-writer
to whom distinction had come as a matter of good fortune rather than as a
tribute to genius. Sooner or later his “vein” would be worked out, when he
would of necessity embark in other pursuits.

He had already owned a newspaper, and experimented more or less
casually — and unfortunately — with a variety of other enterprises, when in
1884 he capitalized a publishing concern, primarily to produce his own
works, but not without a view to the establishment of something more
dependable than authorship. It probably never occurred to him during those
years that he had achieved anything like a permanent place in literary history;
if the idea of an autobiography had intruded itself now and then, it had not
seriously troubled him.'

But a year later, when the publication by his firm of the Memoirs of Gen.
U. S. Grant brought him into daily association with the dying conqueror, the
thought came that the story of this episode might be worthy of preservation.
It was not, for the present, at least, to be an autobiography, but no more than
a few chapters, built around a great historic figure. General Grant’s own
difficulties in setting down his memories suggested prompt action. Mark
Twain’s former lecture agent, James Redpath, was visiting him at this time,
and with a knowledge of shorthand became his amanuensis. The work they
did together was considerable, covering in detail the story of the Grant
publishing venture. Clemens may have planned other chapters of a personal
sort, but, unaccustomed to dictation, he found the work tedious, with a result,
as it seemed to him, unsatisfactory. A number of important things happened
to Mark Twain during the next dozen years, among them his business failure,

! Most of Mark Twain’s work up to this time, Roughing It, Tom Sawyer, Life on the
Mississippi, etc., had been of an autobiographical nature. Also, as early as 1870 he had
jotted down an occasional reminiscent chapter, for possible publication, though apparently
with no idea of a continuous narrative. Such of these chapters as have survived are
included in Vol. I of the present work. — A. B. P.
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which left him with a load of debt, dependent entirely upon authorship and
the lecture platform for rehabilitation and support. The story of his splendid
victory, the payment to the last dollar of his indebtedness, has been widely
told. He was in Vienna when he completed this triumph, and, whatever he
had been before, he was now unquestionably a world figure with a
recognized place in history. Realization of this may have prompted him to
begin, during those busy Vienna winters (1897 to 1899), something in the
nature of an autobiography, recollections of his Missouri childhood, a picture
as primitive and far removed from to-day as anything of the Colonial period.
These chapters were handwritten, his memory was fresh and eager, and in
none of his work is there greater charm. As he proceeded he did not confine
himself to his earlier years, but traveled back and forth, setting down
whatever was in his mind at the moment. He worked incidentally at this
record for two or three years, eventually laying it aside for more immediate
things. Five years later, in Florence, where he had taken Mrs. Clemens for
her health, he again applied himself to what he now definitely termed his
“Autobiography.” As in that earlier day, he dictated, and this time found it
quite to his liking. He completed some random memories of more or less
importance, and might have carried the work further but for his wife’s
rapidly failing health. Her death and his return to America followed, and
there was an interval of another two years before the autobiographical
chapters were again resumed.

It was in January, 1906, that the present writer became associated with
Mark Twain as his biographer. Elsewhere I have told of that arrangement and
may omit most of the story here. It had been agreed that I should bring a
stenographer, to whom he would dictate notes for my use, but a subsequent
inspiration prompted him to suggest that he might in this way continue his
autobiography, from which I would be at liberty to draw material for my own
undertaking. We began with this understanding, and during two hours of the
forenoon, on several days of each week, he talked pretty steadily to a select
audience of two, wandering up and down the years as inclination led him,
relating in his inimitable way incidents, episodes, conclusions, whatever the
moment presented to his fancy.
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It was his custom to stay in bed until noon, and he remained there during
most of the earlier dictations, clad in a handsome dressing-gown, propped
against great snowy pillows. He loved this loose luxury and ease and found it
conducive to thought. On a little table beside him, where lay his cigars,
papers, pipes, and various knickknacks, shone a reading lamp, making more
brilliant his rich coloring and the gleam of his shining hair. There was
daylight, too, but it was north light and the winter days were dull, the walls
of the room a deep, unreflecting red. His bed was a vast carved antique affair,
its outlines blending into the luxuriant background. The whole, focusing to
the striking central figure, made a picture of classic value.

His talk was absorbingly interesting — it never failed to be that, even when
it left something to be desired as history. Mark Twain’s memory had become
capricious and his vivid imagination did not always supply his story with
details of crystal accuracy. But always it was a delightful story, amusing,
tragic, or instructive, and it was likely to be one of these things at one instant
and another at the next. Often he did not know until the moment of
beginning what was to be his subject for the day; then he was likely to go
drifting among his memories in a quite irresponsible fashion, the fashion of
table conversation, as he said, the methodless method of the human mind. He
had concluded that this was the proper way to write autobiography, or, as he
best conveys it in his own introductory note:

Start at no particular time of your life; wander at your free will all over
your life; talk only about the things which interest you for the moment; drop
it the moment its interest threatens to pale, and turn your talk upon the new
and more interesting thing that has intruded itself into your mind meantime.

Certainly there is something to be said in favor of his plan, and I often
thought it the best plan for his kind of autobiography, which was really not
autobiography at all, in the meaning generally conveyed by that term, but a
series of entertaining stories and opinions — dinner-table talks, in fact, such
as he had always delivered in his own home and elsewhere, and with about
the same latitude and elaboration. I do not wish to convey that his narrative
is in any sense a mere fairy tale. Many of the chapters, especially the earlier
ones, are vividly true in their presentation; the things he told of Mrs.
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Clemens and Susy are marvelously and beautifully true in spirit and aspect,
and the story as a whole is amazingly faithful in the character picture it
presents of the man himself. It was only when he relied upon his memory for
details of general history, or when his imagination responded to old prejudice,
or when life-long habit prompted a “good story” that he went wandering into
fields of elaboration and gathered there such flowers and thorns as his fancy
or feelings seemed to require. Mark Twain’s soul was built of the very fabric
of truth, so far as moral intent was concerned, but memory often betrayed
him, even when he tried most to be accurate. He realized this himself, and
once said, plaintively:

“When I was younger I could remember anything, whether it happened or
not; but I am getting old and soon I shall remember only the latter.”

And at another time, paraphrasing Josh Billings:

“It isn’t so astonishing the things that I can remember, as the number of
things I can remember that aren’t so.”

Perhaps it is proper to assure the reader that positive mistakes of date and
occurrence have been corrected, while, for the rest, the matter of mere detail
is of less importance than that the charm of the telling should remain
undisturbed.

Our work, begun in the New York house at 21 Fifth Avenue, continued
with considerable regularity during a period of about two years, and
intermittently during another two. When the first spring came it was
transferred to the Upton House, on the slopes of Monadnock, near Dublin,
New Hampshire, a perfect setting for the dictations. He no longer remained
in bed, but, clad in creamy-white flannels and loose morocco slippers,
bareheaded, he paced up and down the long veranda against a background of
far-lying forest and distant hill. As I think of that time, now, I can still hear
the ceaseless slippered, shuffling walk, and see the white figure, with its
rocking, rolling movement, that preternaturally beautiful landscape behind it,
and hear his deliberate speech — always deliberate except at rare intervals;
always impressive, whatever the subject might be. In September we returned
to the New York house and the work was continued there, that winter and the
next. It reached its conclusion at Stormfield, the new home which he had
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built at Redding, Connecticut, and it was here that he died, April 21, 1910. In
the beginning it was Mark Twain’s frequently expressed command that the
“Autobiography” was not to be published until he had been dead at least a
hundred years. But as the months passed he modified this idea, and himself
selected a number of chapters for use in the North American Review.
Discussing the matter later, he expressed a willingness that any portions of
the work not dealing too savagely with living persons or their immediate
descendants should be published sooner, either serially or in book form.

The manuscript in time became very large and very inclusive. He even
incorporated in it articles and stories which he had written and laid aside,
among them “Captain Stormfield’s Visit to Heaven.” “Is Shakespeare
Dead?” was originally a part of the “Autobiography,” but he published it
separately in a small volume. “The Death of Jean,” written (not dictated)
immediately following that tragic event, was to be the closing chapter, and
such in time it will become. He wished, however, that it should have separate
publication and it is for the present included in another volume. It was his
last complete writing of any sort, and in all his work from beginning to end
there is nothing more perfect — nothing more beautiful.

Albert Bigelow Paine
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PREFACE
As from the Grave

In this Autobiography I shall keep in mind the fact that I am speaking from
the grave. I am literally speaking from the grave, because I shall be dead
when the book issues from the press.

I speak from the grave rather than with my living tongue, for a good
reason: I can speak thence freely. When a man is writing a book dealing with
the privacies of his life — a book which is to be read while he is still alive —
he shrinks from speaking his whole frank mind; all his attempts to do it fail,
he recognizes that he is trying to do a thing which is wholly impossible to a
human being. The frankest and freest and privatest product of the human
mind and heart is a love letter; the writer gets his limitless freedom of
statement and expression from his sense that no stranger is going to see what
he is writing. Sometimes there is a breach-of-promise case by and by; and
when he sees his letter in print it makes him cruelly uncomfortable and he
perceives that he never would have unbosomed himself to that large and
honest degree if he had known that he was writing for the public. He cannot
find anything in the letter that was not true, honest, and respect-worthy; but
no matter, he would have been very much more reserved if he had known he
was writing for print.

It has seemed to me that I could be as frank and free and unembarrassed as
a love letter if I knew that what I was writing would be exposed to no eye
until I was dead, and unaware, and indifferent.

MARK TWAIN
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EARLY FRAGMENTS

1870~1877

NOTE. — The various divisions and chapters of this work, in
accordance with the author s wish, are arranged in the order in which

they were written, regardless of the chronology of events.

I will construct a text:

What a wee little part of a person’s life are his acts and his words! His real
life is led in his head, and is known to none but himself. All day long, and
every day, the mill of his brain is grinding, and his thoughts, not those other
things, are his history. His acts and his words are merely the visible, thin
crust of his world, with its scattered snow summits and its vacant wastes of
water — and they are so trifling a part of his bulk! a mere skin enveloping it.
The mass of him is hidden — it and its volcanic fires that toss and boil, and
never rest, night nor day. These are his life, and they are not written, and
cannot be written. Every day would make a whole book of eighty thousand
words — three hundred and sixty-five books a year. Biographies are but the
clothes and buttons of the man — the biography of the man himself cannot be
written.

M. T.
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[Written about 1870
The Tennessee Land’

The monster tract of land which our family own in Tennessee was
purchased by my father a little over forty years ago. He bought the enormous
area of seventy-five thousand acres at one purchase. The entire lot must have
cost him somewhere in the neighborhood of four hundred dollars. That was a
good deal of money to pass over at one payment in those days — at least it
was considered so away up there in the pineries and the “Knobs” of the
Cumberland Mountains of Fentress County, East Tennessee. When my father
paid down that great sum, and turned and stood in the courthouse door of
Jamestown, and looked abroad over his vast possessions, he said, “Whatever
befalls me, my heirs are secure; I shall not live to see these acres turn to
silver and gold, but my children will.” Thus with the very kindest intentions
in the world toward us, he laid the heavy curse of prospective wealth upon
our shoulders. He went to his grave in the full belief that he had done us a
kindness. It was a woeful mistake, but, fortunately, he never knew it. He
further said: “Iron ore is abundant in this tract, and there are other minerals;
there are thousands of acres of the finest yellow-pine timber in America, and
it can be rafted down Obeds River to the Cumberland, down the Cumberland
to the Ohio, down the Ohio to the Mississippi, and down the Mississippi to
any community that wants it. There is no end to the tar, pitch, and turpentine
which these vast pineries will yield. This is a natural wine district, too; there
are no vines elsewhere in America, cultivated or otherwise, that yield such
grapes as grow wild here. There are grazing lands, corn lands, wheat lands,
potato lands, there are all species of timber — there is everything in and on
this great tract of land that can make land valuable. The United States
contain fourteen millions of inhabitants; the population has increased eleven
millions in forty years, and will henceforth increase faster than ever; my
children will see the day that immigration will push its way to Fentress

! The Tennessee Land is an important feature in a novel by Mark Twain and Charles
Dudley Warner, The Gilded Age.
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County, Tennessee, and then, with 75,000 acres of excellent land in their
hands, they will become fabulously wealthy.” Everything my father said
about the capabilities of the land was perfectly true — and he could have
added, with like truth, that there were inexhaustible mines of coal on the land,
but the chances are that he knew very little about the article, for the innocent
Tennesseeans were not accustomed to digging in the earth for their fuel. And
my father might have added to the list of eligibilities, that the land was only a
hundred miles from Knoxville, and right where some future line of railway
leading south from Cincinnati could not help but pass through it. But he
never had seen a railway, and it is barely possible that he had not even heard
of such a thing. Curious as it may seem, as late as eight years ago there were
people living close to Jamestown who never had heard of a railroad and
could not be brought to believe in steamboats. They do not vote for Jackson
in Fentress County; they vote for Washington.

My eldest brother was four or five years old when the great purchase was
made, and my eldest sister was an infant in arms. The rest of us — and we
formed the great bulk of the family — came afterward, and were born along
from time to time during the next ten years. Four years after the purchase
came the great financial crash of *34, and in that storm my father’s fortunes
were wrecked. From being honored and envied as the most opulent citizen of
Fentress County — for outside of his great landed possessions he was
considered to be worth not less than three thousand five hundred dollars — he
suddenly woke up and found himself reduced to less than one-fourth of that
amount. He was a proud man, a silent, austere man, and not a person likely
to abide among the scenes of his vanished grandeur and be the target for
public commiseration. He gathered together his household and journeyed
many tedious days through wilderness solitudes, toward what was then the
“Far West,” and at last pitched his tent in the little town of Florida, Monroe
County, Missouri. He “kept store” there several years, but had no luck,
except that I was born to him. He presently removed to Hannibal, and
prospered somewhat; rose to the dignity of justice of the peace and had been
elected to the clerkship of the Surrogate Court, when the summons came
which no man may disregard. He had been doing tolerably well, for that age
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of the world, during the first years of his residence in Hannibal, but ill
fortune tripped him once more. He did the friendly office of “going security”
for Ira —, and Ira walked off and deliberately took the benefit of the new
bankrupt law — a deed which enabled him to live easily and comfortably
along till death called for him, but a deed which ruined my father, sent him
poor to his grave, and condemned his heirs to a long and discouraging
struggle with the world for a livelihood. But my father would brighten up
and gather heart, even upon his death-bed, when he thought of the Tennessee
land. He said that it would soon make us all rich and happy. And so believing,
he died. We straightway turned our waiting eyes upon Tennessee. Through
all our wanderings and all our ups and downs for thirty years they have still
gazed thitherward, over intervening continents and seas, and at this very day
they are yet looking toward the same fixed point, with the hope of old habit
and a faith that rises and falls, but never dies.

After my father’s death we reorganized the domestic establishment, but on
a temporary basis, intending to arrange it permanently after the land was sold.
My brother borrowed five hundred dollars and bought a worthless weekly
newspaper, believing, as we all did, that it was not worth while to go at
anything in serious earnest until the land was disposed of and we could
embark intelligently in something. We rented a large house to live in, at first,
but we were disappointed in a sale we had expected to make (the man
wanted only a part of the land and we talked it over and decided to sell all or
none) and we were obliged to move to a less expensive one.

[Written in 1877
Early Years in Florida, Missouri

I was born the 30th of November, 1835, in the almost invisible village of
Florida, Monroe County, Missouri. I suppose Florida had less than three
hundred inhabitants. It had two streets, each a couple of hundred yards long;
the rest of the avenues mere lanes, with rail fences and cornfields on either
side. Both the streets and the lanes were paved with the same material —
tough black mud in wet times, deep dust in dry.



