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A steamboat cruises the Mississippi River in New Orleans   (Photo AP Images)

The Mississippi River and the Man Who First Tamed It ...

... in Literature



page 2

Big River’s Charm

Name from the River

The penname Mark Twain came from a term used 
in navigation. A “mark” was an impression on a line 
which was used to measure the depth of the river. 
“Twain” denoted a number: 2 fathoms, or 12 feet. 
“Mark twain” referred to the depth at which it was 
safe for steamboats to travel on the river. At shallow-
er depths, the steamboats risked getting stuck on the 
river bottom. In his autobiography, Twain explained 
why in 1863 he started using his penname:

I was sent down to Carson City to report the legislative 

meetings. I wrote a weekly letter to the paper; it appeared 
Sundays and as a result on Monday the legislative pro-
ceedings were stopped short by the complaints of the 
members. They answered the correspondent with anger, 
describing him with long fancy phrases, for lack of a briefer 
way. To save their time, I presently began to sign the let-
ters “Mark Twain” (two fathoms—twelve feet), the Missis-
sippi river boatman’s call for announcing the depth of the 
water. 

A Dream of Becoming a Steamboat Man

Twain started his writing career as a journalist in Ne-

“Steamboat Taking on Wood” at the National Mississippi River Museum & Aquarium in Dubuque, Iowa.  (Photo AP Images)

The Mississippi River is the third longest river in North America. Together with its tributary, 
the Missouri River, it is the fourth longest river in the world (3,710 miles or 5,970km). The big, 
wild river captured the imagination of American writer Samuel Clemens, better known by his 
pen name, Mark Twain. Twain was born near the Mississippi in 1835. As a child he played 
along the river banks, swam across the river with other boys to board passing rafts, and ex-
plored the river’s islands and capes. He developed a connection to the river that continued 
all his life, and the river is featured in many of his best known works. “[...] the basin of the 
Mississippi is the Body of The Nation,” he wrote in the preface to his book, Life on the Mis-
sissippi, which was published in 1863. 
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vada. But before that, he worked as a boat pilot on 
the Mississippi. Like many boys in the sleepy village 
of Hannibal, Missouri, where Twain’s family moved 
when he was four, he dreamt of becoming a steam-
boat man. He says:

When I was a boy, there was but one permanent ambition 
among my comrades in our village on the west bank of the 
Mississippi River. That was, to be a steamboatman. We 
had transient ambitions of other sorts, but they were only 
transient. When a circus came and went, it left us all burn-
ing to become clowns; the first negro minstrel show that 
came to our section left us all suffering to try that kind of 
life; now and then we had a hope that if we lived and were 
good, God would permit us to be pirates. These ambitions 
faded out, each in its turn; but the ambition to be a steam-
boatman always remained. 

Life in Hannibal

The river and steamboats that stopped in Hannibal 
twice a day (one on its way upriver from St. Louis, 
and the other on its way downriver from Keokuk) 
were just about the only attractions in the town. The 
memory of nearly empty streets in the early morn-
ing sun stayed fresh in Twain’s mind all his life: store 

clerks drowsing in front of their shops; a family of pigs 
wandering down the sidewalk; the town drunkard 
sleeping in the shadows as the waters of the mighty 
Mississippi flowed past.

Presently a film of dark smoke appears above one of those 
remote ‘points;’ instantly a negro drayman, famous for his 
quick eye and prodigious voice, lifts up the cry, ‘S-t-e-a-m-
boat a-comin’!’ and the scene changes! The town drunkard 
stirs, the clerks wake up, a furious clatter of drays follows, 
every house and store pours out a human contribution, 
and all in a twinkling the dead town is alive and moving. 

The Advantages of Being a Pilot

The best job on a steamboat was that of a pilot. A 
good salary - from one hundred and fifty to two hun-
dred and fifty dollars a month - was not the job’s only 
incentive. Being a pilot also offered a great deal of 
independence. Mark Twain explains this in the chap-
ter “Rank and Dignity of Piloting” in Life on the Mis-
sissippi:

[...] a pilot, in those days, was the only unfettered and 
entirely independent human being that lived in the earth. 
Kings are but the hampered servants of parliament and 

In this photo provided by the Louisiana State Museum, the oil on canvas painting, circa 1890, titled “Natchez VII on the Mississippi 
River by Moonlight,” by artist August Norieri, is seen on exhibit at the Cabildo in New Orleans. (photo AP Images)
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A street in New Orleans as it was in Mark Twain’s lifetime. The low-balconied house with potted vines swinging above the iron rail-
ing, was the first house built in the Mississippi Valley. It was erected in 1726. (photo AP Images)

people; parliaments sit in chains forged by their constitu-
ency; the editor of a newspaper cannot be independent, 
but must work with one hand tied behind him by party and 
patrons, and be content to utter only half or two-thirds of 
his mind; no clergyman is a free man and may speak the 
whole truth, regardless of his parish’s opinions; writers of 
all kinds are manacled servants of the public. We write 
frankly and fearlessly, but then we ‘modify’ before we print. 
In truth, every man and woman and child has a master, and 
worries and frets in servitude; but in the day I write of, the 
Mississippi pilot had none. The captain could stand upon 
the hurricane deck, in the pomp of a very brief authority, 
and give him five or six orders while the vessel backed into 
the stream, and then that skipper’s reign was over. 

Learning the Tricks of the Trade

It took a lot of determination for Samuel Clemens to 
obtain his pilot’s license. He did not have money to 
pay for pilot training but was able to convince a pilot, 
Mr. Bixby, to “learn” him the river. Mr. Bixby agreed to 
accept payment from Clemens in the future. Clem-
ens’ apprenticeship lasted more than two years. Dur-
ing this time, young Samuel learned the tricks of the 
trade. It was hard learning and Clemens was sure 
he would never master the skills required of a pilot, 

whose responsibility was perhaps greater than that of 
a captain. A pilot had to know the river in the tiniest de-
tail but the river kept changing. This meant that a pilot 
had to possess a sixth sense: intuition that helped 
him to read the river when the river bed changed as a 
result of the constant shifting of sand and mud. Fallen 
trees also could pose an unexpected obstacle. The 
greatest danger, however, was shallow water. The 
water level changed during periods of drought and 
rain. Therefore it was vital to be able to tell the depth 
of the river at all times. 

The face of the water, in time, became a wonderful book—
a book that was a dead language to the uneducated pas-
senger, but which told its mind to me without reserve, de-
livering its most cherished secrets as clearly as if it uttered 
them with a voice. And it was not a book to be read once 
and thrown aside, for it had a new story to tell every day. 
Throughout the long twelve hundred miles there was never 
a page that was void of interest, never one that you could 
leave unread without loss, never one that you would want 
to skip, thinking you could find higher enjoyment in some 
other thing. There never was so wonderful a book written 
by man; never one whose interest was so absorbing, so 
unflagging, so sparkingly renewed with every reperusal. 
(from The Life on the Mississippi)
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Abandoned chickens huddle on a barn rooftop as water rises in the Mississippi Valley. Flooding was a frequent occurence on the 
Mississippi. (photo AP Images)

Gains and Losses

Clemens’ technical mastery of the river came with a 
price. Lost was the romantic view of the river that he 
had as a child.  

Now when I had mastered the language of this water and 
had come to know every trifling feature that bordered the 
great river as familiarly as I knew the letters of the al-
phabet, I had made a valuable acquisition. But I had lost 
something, too. I had lost something which could never be 
restored to me while I lived. All the grace, the beauty, the 
poetry had gone out of the majestic river! 

Brother Henry

When Twain received his pilot’s license, the river 
became his workplace and livelihood. Life on the 
river was not without its difficulties, including one of 
Twain’s greatest personal tragedies. When Clem-
ens was still an apprentice, he served under a Mr. 
Brown on board the steam ship Pennsylvania. Mr. 
Brown was particularly mean and frequently ridiculed 
his workers. When Mr. Brown mistreated Samuel’s 

younger brother Henry, who was also working on the 
Pennsylvania, Clemens decided that was enough 
and he attacked the pilot. This was a serious offense 
and the captain of the ship had no choice but to dis-
miss Clemens from the ship. Shortly later, when the 
Pennsylvania was close to Memphis, Tennessee, her 
chimneys exploded and set the ship on fire. Clemens’ 
brother Henry was injured and died of his wounds 
within a week. 

The night before the ‘Pennsylvania’ left, Henry and I sat 
chatting on a freight pile on the levee till midnight. The 
subject of the chat, mainly, was one which I think we had 
not exploited before—steamboat disasters. One was then 
on its way to us, little as we suspected it; the water which 
was to make the steam which should cause it, was wash-
ing past some point fifteen hundred miles up the river while 
we talked;—but it would arrive at the right time and the 
right place.

No Longer a Pilot

The U.S. Civil War, which started in 1861, put a stop 
to river traffic on the Mississippi. Clemens had to look 
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for another way to earn a living. He became a silver 
miner in Nevada, a newspaper correspondent in San 
Francisco, the Sandwich Island, Europe, and Asia, 
and finally, an author of books and resident of New 
England. It would be 21 years before Twain returned 
for a sentimental journey on the Mississippi. 
 

The Mississippi in the Writer’s Most Famous 
Books

The Mississippi River is the setting of Mark Twain’s 
two most famous books:  Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, which another American writer, Ernest Heming-
way, called the “one great book” that “all of American 
literature comes from,” and The Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer. 

Text by AIRC Krakow

(left) The statue of Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn in Hannibal, Missouri. Mark Twain’s writing has immortalized Hannibal as a sleepy 
place where life rolls by as slow as a barge on the Mississippi. (photo AP Images)

(right)A trainload of sandbags is transported to line the Mississippi mainline levees to defend against rising waters of the Mississippi 
River in the flood area in Marion, Arkansas.  (photo Library of Congress)

Some of MARK TWAIN’s Books:

The Innocents Abroad

A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court 

Huckleberry Finn 

Life On The Mississippi 

Pudd’nhead Wilson 

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County

The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg 
 

The Prince and the Pauper

Personal Recollections of Joan of Arc

Mark Twain’s Autobiography
Click to Listen to the Article

http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/bigriver_001/bigriver.mp3


Win a Prize!  
June 2013 CONTEST

What are the names of two 
most famous characters 
from Mark Twain’s books ?  

Send the answer 
(with your home address) 

to: 
zoom@usinfo.pl

Deadline:  July 5

Win a Prize!  
 

The answer to the May 
contest was: 

A freight car in which there is 
a bottom dump door useful 

for unloading
   

The winners are:
Paulina from Krakow, Roger 
from Lima and Rafal from 

Czestochowa

 CONGRATULATIONS
The prizes will be sent to you 

by mail

Zoom is online at
www.usinfo.pl/zoom/

 
Free subscription

Write to: zoom@usinfo.pl
 

Contact us at
zoom@usinfo.pl

 
American Information 

Resource Center
Krakow

Konsulat Generalny USA
ul. Stolarska 9, 
31-043 Krakow

KrakowAIRC@state.gov
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Activity Page
Exercise 1: Grammar

Make questions from the following sentences using the suggested interroga-
tive pronouns in brackets:

1. The penname Mark Twain came from the technical idiom used in naviga-
tion. (What)

2. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was proclaimed “one great book” that “all of 
American literature comes from” by another writer, Ernest Hemingway. (Who)

3. Samuel felt that was enough and attacked Mr. Brown, the pilot of Pennsyl-
vania. (Why)

4. Clemens’ apprenticeship lasted more than two years. (How long)

5. The Civil War put a stop to river traffic. (What)

Exercise 2:  
Speaking

Work in pairs, choose 
a picture and de-
scribe it to your part-
ner. Compare the two 
pictures and then talk 
about museums com-
memorating famous 
people. You may find 
these ideas help-
ful: How should such 
museums be run? 
What events should 
they organize? What 
memorabiilia should 
be displayed in such 
museums? Is there a 
museum devoted to a 
famous person where 
you live? Have you 
ever visited one? 

Exercise 3: Writing 

Write a short paragraph about your favorite writer. Include some basic bio-
graphical information; mention some of his or her most important books; in-
clude a quotation that you particularly like; and explain why he / she is your 
favorite author.

The Mark Twain Museum in Hannibal MO (photo AP Images)

At the Mark Twain Museum in Hannibal MO (photo AP Images)
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Mark Twain
(photo AP Images)


