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"I reckon I got to light out for the territory ahead of the rest because Aunt Sally she's going to 

adopt me and sivilize me, and I can't stand it. I been there before."  

– "Adventures of Huckleberry Finn" by Mark Twain  

In honor of the immortal "Huck Finn," my father and a Navy buddy just out of the service 

wanted to finally do some navigating on their own and decided to "light out for the territory" in 

the postwar late 1940s. So they ventured down the mighty Mississippi River from Illinois, in 

little more than a canoe, passing not "wedding-cake" style paddle steamers of yore but industrial 

barges, through locks and dams, along braided channels, levees and backwaters. They brought 

tents, provisions and plenty of pluck, and arrived in New Orleans several months – and 1,400 

miles – later, having sprouted big bushy beards.  

To us kids, this family legend made my dad's readings of "Huckleberry Finn" all the more 

lustrous and full of life – and ensured my lifelong fascination with this classic writer.  

"Sometimes we'd have that whole river all to ourselves for the longest time," we might hear him 

read to us at bedtime. "Yonder was the banks and the islands, across the water; and maybe a 

spark – which was a candle in a cabin window; and sometimes on the water you could see a 

spark or two – on a raft or a scow, you know; and maybe you could hear a fiddle or a song 

coming over from one of them crafts."  

As my father and his paddling buddy came down North America's longest river, things took a 

less rosy turn, probably not far out of St. Louis, gateway to the West. Swatting mosquitoes, 

complaining of sunburn and backaches, and sick of their improvised, skillet-fried caught-fish 

meals, they cursed Mark Twain for inspiring them to take this expedition.  

The Times-Picayune announced their arrival in New Orleans in August 1948, with the tongue-in-

cheek headline, "River Paddlers lose high esteem for Mark Twain."  

Years later they saw their Twain-inspired trip into the heart of America as a profoundly 

character-building adventure worthy of the author's quote: "There are no mistakes in life; there 

are only lessons to be learned: Advice to the Youth."  

A hundred years after Twain's death, millions of readers continue to be inspired by America's 

beloved author. Twain, who died April 21, 1910, is currently experiencing a surprising 

comeback, or, as one of his biographers, Jerome Loving, wrote recently, "one of the busiest years 

of his afterlife."  



The unexpected commercial success of the best-selling, authoritative "Autobiography of Mark 

Twain" – or, at least, the first of three volumes of it – published last year by the University of 

California Press, is just one more sign of his enduring hold on readers. Embargoed until 100 

years after his death, at the author's request, the autobiography offers another chance to reflect on 

his importance as a writer, humorist, public speaker, essayist and philosopher.  
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It's also an occasion to remember, and even retrace, Twain's footsteps through the American 

West, where his writing career first took off, not far from Sacramento. The West, after all, was 

where the author went from being Samuel Clemens, itinerant newspaper reporter, to Mark 

Twain, comic writer and town-hall personality.  

The man who would one day be called America's "Homer" (by Ralph Waldo Emerson), and a 

literary wellspring of "all modern American literature" (by Ernest Hemingway), and "the first 

truly American writer" (by William Faulkner) first gained notoriety as a journalist for 

newspapers in Nevada and California.  

Abandoning a fairly successful career as a riverboat pilot on the Mississippi River (after the Civil 

War closed river traffic), Sam Clemens took a bumpy, bouncing overland stagecoach ride West 

with his older brother Orion, who'd assumed the post of Secretary of the Nevada Territory. 

Without any formal education, Clemens had always compensated with scrappy, self-taught 

knowledge, learning typesetting (as an apprentice printer at age 13), and, finally, newspaper 

reporting.  

While reporting in the Far West, Clemens experimented with various comic personae in satiric 

sketches and swashbuckling frontier tales that would later become the fodder of his still-

amusing, rollicking travelogue "Roughing It."  

Several funny letters signed "Josh" to the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City, Nev., about the 

trials of hard luck miners, landed him a job there, and he first used the byline "Mark Twain" to 

signify jest as opposed to real reporting. The pen name he chose has its origins in the call of the 
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riverboat leadsman, whose line sank to a depth "marked" as safe in "two" fathoms of water, 

assuring that the water wasn't too shallow and thus safe to navigate.  
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Mark Twain in 1884. The author, who died April 21, 1910, is currently experiencing a 

surprising comeback. The authoritative “Autobiography of Mark Twain” – or, at least, 

the first of three volumes of it – published last year, has enjoyed unexpected commercial 

success. 

But one Western writer jokingly asserts that the name was also used by Clemens at Piper's 

Saloon, a hangout for reporters and printers who daily ground out newspapers in the Comstock 

Lode. "He ordered drinks for himself and his pal and asked Piper to 'mark twain,' meaning mark 

two drinks on the wall behind the bar," writes George J. Williams III, author of "On the Road 

with Mark Twain in California and Nevada."  

Clemens also took up silver mining and gold prospecting, with dreams of getting rich quickly. 

While "pocket mining" for gold, he visited a hotel saloon in Angel's Camp, and heard a tale from 

the bartender that would change his life. Instead of striking gold, he found a nugget of a folk tale 

about a leaping amphibian that he would stuff into his pocket and turn into a piece eventually 

known as "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County," published in November 1865.  

Before the story came out as a book, the Sacramento Union snapped up the celebrated young 

writer and sent him as their "special correspondent to the Sandwich Islands" (now Hawaii). Back 

in California, he wrote, "I returned to find myself about the best known honest man on the 

Pacific coast."  

Going West, for Twain, represented freedom and adventure, allowing him to develop as a young 

man, try a variety of professions, and ultimately become one of America's best-loved writers.  

His travel reporting gig for the Sacramento Union to the Sandwich Islands, which he describes as 

"the loveliest fleet of island that lie anchor in any ocean," gave him a chance to really hone his 

gifts for natural description and travelogue. "The Hawaii letters mark the first time that the writer 
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engaged in the beautiful descriptive prose that so distinguishes 'The Innocents Abroad' and other 

works," wrote Loving, the biographer.  

Later he became a traveling correspondent of the Alta California, writing a weekly letter. "That 

his letter will be read with interest needs no assurance from us – his reputation has been made 

here in California," wrote the Alta, in 1866. "He has been known principally as a humorist while 

he really has no superior as a descriptive writer – a keen observer of men and their 

surroundings."  

Twain is "rightfully considered one of America's great humorists, but he was also one hell of a 

reporter," remarks Dayton Duncan, a co-writer with Ken Burns on a PBS film about Twain. "If 

you want to know what crossing the West in a stagecoach in the mid-1800s felt like; if you want 

a sense of the palpable thrill of being overtaken by the Pony Express on the vast Plains or the 

taste of alkali dust; if you want to know what life was like in a Nevada mining town or the Queen 

City of San Francisco or a lonely cabin in the foothills of the Sierra, Mark Twain's accounts 

bring that time and place back to life in ways few others can."  

Today, Twain is widely regarded as a "man for all seasons" to fill a wide range of social-issues 

curricula in education (such as "Pudd'nhead Wilson" and "Adventures of Huckleberry Finn," for 

discussion of race relations; "Life on the Mississippi" for writing about nature), says James D. 

Bloom, professor of English and American studies at Muhlenberg College in Pennsylvania. "As 

much as Henry David Thoreau, Twain ranks as a major environmental writer," he says. "Of 

course, the river that Twain 'read' and wrote about plays a much bigger role in American life than 

does Walden Pond."  
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At the Mark Twain Museum in Virginia City, Nev., Twain's desk and books are as they 

were when he was a reporter for the Territorial Enterprise. That newspaper job was the 

first in which he used the byline "Mark Twain" to signify jest as opposed to real 

reporting. 

Like Thoreau, Twain was a potent social critic. Over his lifetime, as his new autobiography 

reveals, he had mixed feelings about such American ideals as progress, industry, social control 

and organized religion. In some of the Sandwich Islands letters to the Sacramento Union, he 
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pokes fun at the Hawaiians' indolence, while also taking jabs at American "industriousness" and 

the cultural arrogance of Christian missionaries. He also begins to voice some of the anti-

imperialistic attitudes that he would develop decades later, writing in "Following the Equator": 

"There are many humorous things in the world; among them the white man's notion that he is 

less savage than the other savages."  

A maverick in his own time, even a hundred years later, the writer still seems new and fresh. For 

his autobiography, he dictated to a stenographer in an almost stream-of-consciousness way that 

captured the essence of the moment rather than any standard chronology.  

Robert Hirst, the autobiography's general editor, calls him America's "first blogger." That's not 

so surprising, since Twain as a riverboat pilot began writing along the lines of a "ship's log," 

which is, after all, what a weblog is an imitation of.  

Ultimately, I think Twain's gift as a writer was to stir in his readers a longing for the "grand 

adventure" of life.  

That, at least, was his legacy for my father, Thomas W. Lyman, who went from a grueling river 

expedition to a much bigger adventure, traveling to Europe, like Twain, where he may have 

learned that "nothing so liberalizes a man and expands the kindly instincts that nature put in him 

as travel and contact with many kinds of people." One of the people my dad met in Paris was the 

love of his life, painter Mollie Michala, my mother, with whom he would raise a family of six 

children who would also travel widely.  

Before he could do that, though, as the story goes, my dad and his traveling buddy would have to 

concoct an inventive scheme (and it seems no tall tale): Sticking their heavily bearded heads 

through a blown-up, hand-crafted cardboard cutout of "The Smith Brothers Cough Drops," the 

picaresque pair would enter a New Orleans costume contest – and win, taking the $100 in prize 

money to buy train tickets home. That would doubtless coax a chuckle out of the scrappy world 

traveler Twain, author of the line, "The human race has only one really effective weapon, and 

that is laughter."  
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