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here’s no escaping it: 
I’ve come to St. Louis 
to see the Big Muddy, 
the Mississippi, that 
magnificent waterway that 

runs more than 2,300 miles from Min-
nesota to the Gulf of Mexico. I’ve often 
wondered how it inspired that famous 
man of American letters, Mark Twain, to 
write his classic tales of shot-filled frogs 
and runaway slaves, fallen humanity and 
Connecticut Yankees. But to truly experi-
ence both river and author, I first have to 
cram myself into a dryer drum.

Well, it’s not really a dryer drum. The tram car I’m 
riding to the top of the Gateway Arch in St. Louis just 
feels that small when I squeeze inside. In four minutes, it 
takes me to the dizzying height of 630 feet above the city. 
While rain and fog paint the river the same silvery gray 
as the Arch and diminish the usual 30-mile view, I can 
still see casino boats packed with tourists at the docks be-
low. It’s not my imagination; the Arch is swaying in the 
same wind that’s whipping umbrellas on the ground. 

No matter. I’m here. I’ve been fascinated by Twain 
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since a high school teacher told 
our class how he boasted about 
writing “with a pen warmed up 
in hell.” Back then, small-town 
teachers didn’t use four-letter 
words, and we sat up to listen.

Over the years, I learned 
that Twain was a paradox. 
Born in 1835 as Samuel 
Langhorne Clemens, he 
became a steamboat pilot 

at age 23, and later took his pen name 
from a phrase that indicated safe waters.

“Man is without any doubt the most interesting fool 
there is,” Twain said, and his complex personality proved 
it. He was by turns hilarious and melancholic; cynical 
and naive; virtuous and vengeful. From youth to old age, 
he veered from poverty to wealth, to bankruptcy, and 
back to solvency. He was a family man, a homebody, and 
an incurable wanderer.

He also was arguably the first American author to 
capture our national voice, the everyday speech of com-
mon folk, and he did so in a virtual torrent of words. 
Books, speeches, and sketches poured from his pen with 
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To capture the true 
spirit of America’s 

great man of 
letters, our intrepid 
reporter heads to 

Missouri and finds, 
surprisingly, what 

she’s really  
looking for.
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the economy.”
It’s hard to drag my-

self away from other 
paintings of ordinary 
river workers with their 
open, cheerful faces, 
going about their hon-
est labor on a river that 
once represented ro-

mance and adventure. Thankfully, 
I’m getting closer to the touchy-
feely kinship I seek with my favorite 
American author, but I’m not there 
yet, so I continue on to Hannibal, 
where Twain lived as a boy. It’s a 
two-hour drive north of St. Louis 
along the Great River Road, High-
way 79, and occasionally I glimpse 
the Mississippi, shining in the sun, 
through the tree-covered hills.

Hannibal, a small city of 18,000 
souls that bills itself as “America’s 
Hometown,” lives up to its reputa-
tion. Everyone here seems to know 
everyone else, and they ask thought-
fully about each other’s ailing aunts 
or new kittens. Each year, local kids 
dress up as Becky Thatcher and Tom 
Sawyer, two of Twain’s most popular 
characters, to act as town ambassa-
dors for arriving tour buses. 
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the same vitality and 
power as the river.

I’ve traveled to St. 
Louis because young 
Twain came here in 1853 
to work as a typesetter. 
When he left, he job-
hopped for a few years 
and then fell in love 
with the Mississippi in 1857 while 
on a passenger cruise. For the next 
four years, he learned everything 
he could about piloting a riverboat,  
although his career ended when 
trade on the river came to a halt at 
the outbreak of the Civil War.

Although the Mississippi figures 
prominently in many of Twain’s 
books, it’s hard to find much of the 
man himself in modern St. Louis. 
There’s a hint of him at the Missouri 
Botanical Garden, where a children’s 
area, with its pretend steamboat and 
cave, reminds visitors of his stories 
of Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer. 

“I supposed — and hoped — that 
I was going to follow the river the 
rest of my days,” Twain wrote, so I 
follow it too by boarding a replica of 
a 19th-century steamboat for a short 
cruise. The boat chugs past the lush, 

green park that runs under the Arch, 
and I catch whiffs of hops brewing 
at the nearby Anheuser-Busch facil-
ity. But I’m still not feeling Twain’s 
spirit, so after we dock, I head to the 
Saint Louis Art Museum.

When Andrew J. Walker, then 
assistant director for curatorial  
affairs, hears that I’m looking for a 
Twain connection, he steers me to 
a George Caleb Bingham exhibit. 
“Bingham was among the Midwest’s 
most significant painters in the 1840s 
and ’50s,” he says, stopping before 
a portrait of river men dancing on 
their boat as the Mississippi flows 
serenely behind them. The scene 
from this 1857 canvas, Jolly Flatboat-
men in Port, would have been familiar 
to Twain, Walker explains, because 
Bingham painted it during an era 
when the river drove the “engine of 

Twain also was arguably the 
first American author to capture 
our national voice, the everyday 

speech of common folk, and he did 
so in a virtual torrent of words. 

From left: Modern St. Louis skyline,  
Samuel Clemens at home, and  
a paddleboat on the Mississippi 
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“I supposed — and hoped — that I  
was going to follow the river the rest  

of my days,” Twain wrote.

Many of Hannibal’s businesses and 
attractions play off their favorite son 
or his stories. There’s a Mark Twain  
Dinette, a Mark Twain stage show, and 
a Mark Twain Memorial Lighthouse. I 
take a spine-tingling tour of the Mark 
Twain Cave with a guide who recites 
Twain’s tale of Injun Joe, a fearful char-
acter who supposedly perished in its 
twisting tunnels.

Next I visit the Mark Twain Boy-
hood Home and Museum, a complex of 
charming historic buildings, including 
the circa-1843 Clemens family home. 
The museum holds the red robes Twain 
wore when Oxford awarded him an hon-
orary degree in 1907. Never one to pass 
up a prank, he reportedly wore the red 
gown to one daughter’s wedding, to her 
understandable horror. 

I’m closing in on my literary quarry, 
but I haven’t really felt his spirit, and on 
my last night in Hannibal, I’m wonder-
ing if I will.

That’s when Captain Steve Terry of-
fers me a dinner cruise on his riverboat, 

the Mark Twain. The chance for one 
more ride wins me over, and soon the 
captain himself picks me up at my hotel. 

He leaves me to dine alone, and after-
ward, as the sky darkens, I lean over the 
deck railings to watch lights blink on in 
the homes along the river. My teeth are 
chattering from the cold when Captain 
Terry summons me to the pilothouse. 
“Want to see the river from up here?” 

Do I ever. The pilothouse is quiet, 
warm, and snug, but best of all, it’s en-
closed in glass. At three decks above the 
waterline, I can see everything. The cap-
tain flips on a searchlight to pick out red 
and green channel markers in the river, 
and when he snaps it off again, moon-
light falls over the choppy waves. The 
river rolls on; time rolls on. For a few 
minutes, in the darkened pilothouse, 
I can picture Mark Twain behind the 
wheel, sighting the currents. I should’ve 
known I’d find him here. Not neces-
sarily in St. Louis, or even Hannibal, 
but on the river, in the shadows of my 
imagination.

Jolly Flatboatmen in Port (1857) by George Caleb Bingham; Saint Louis Art Museum
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