Uncle John’s Farm By Mark Twain

For many years I believed that I remembered helping my grandfather drink his whisky toddy
when I was six weeks old, but I do not tell about that any more, now; [ am grown old, and my
memory is not as active as it used to be. When I was younger I could remember anything,
whether it had happened or not; but my faculties are decaying now, and soon I shall be so I
cannot remember any but the things that never happened. It is sad to go to pieces like this, but we
all have to do it.

My uncle, John A. Quarles, was a farmer, and his place was in the country four miles from
Florida. He had eight children and fifteen or twenty negroes, and was also fortunate in other
ways, particularly in his character. I have not come across a better man than he was. I was his
guest for two or three months every year, from the fourth year after we removed to Hannibal till I
was eleven or twelve years old. I have never consciously used him or his wife in a book, but his
farm has come very handy to me in literature once or twice. In Huck Finn and in Tom Sawyer,
Detective I have it down to Arkansas. It was all of six hundred miles, but it was no trouble; it
was not a very large farm—five hundred acres, perhaps—but I could have done it if it had been
twice as large. And as for the morality of it, I cared nothing for that; I would move a stage if the
exigencies of literature required it.

It was a heavenly place for a boy, that farm of my uncle John’s. The house was a double log one,
with a spacious floor (roofed in) connecting it with the kitchen. In the summer the table was set
in the middle of that shady and breezy floor, and the sumptuous meals—well, it makes me cry to
think of them. Fried chicken, roast pig; wild and tame turkeys, ducks, and geese; venison just
killed; squirrels, rabbits, pheasants, partridges, prairie-chickens; biscuits, hot batter cakes, hot
buckwheat cakes, hot “wheat bread,” hot rolls, hot corn pone; fresh corn boiled on the ear,
succotash, butter-beans, stringbeans, tomatoes, peas, Irish potatoes, sweet potatoes; butter-milk,
sweet milk, “clabber”; watermelons, muskmelons, cantaloupes—all fresh from the garden; apple
pie, peach pie, pumpkin pie, apple dumplings, peach cobbler—I can’t remember the rest...

The farmhouse stood in the middle of a very large yard, and the yard was fenced on three sides
with rails and on the rear side with high palings; against these stood the smokehouse; beyond the
palings was the orchard; beyond the orchard were the negro quarters and the tobacco fields. The
front yard was entered over a stile made of sawed of logs of graduated heights; I do not



remember any gate. In a corner of the front yard were a dozen lofty hickory trees and a dozen
black walnuts, and in the nutting season riches were to be gathered there.

Down a piece, abreast the house, stood a little log cabin against the rail fence; and there the
woody hill fell sharply away, past the barns, the corncrib, the stables, and the tobacco-curing
house, to a limpid brook which sang along over its gravelly bed and curved and frisked in and
out and here and there and yonder in the deep shade of overhanging foliage and vines—a divine
place for wading, and it had swimming pools, too, which were forbidden to us and therefore
much frequented by us. For we were little Christian children and had early been taught the value
of forbidden fruit....

I can see the farm yet, with perfect clearness. I can see all its belongings, all its details; the
family room of the house, with a "trundle" bed in one corner and a spinning-wheel in another—a
wheel whose rising and falling wail, heard from a distance, was the mournfulest of all sounds to
me, and made me homesick and low spirited, and filled my atmosphere with the

wandering spirits of the dead; the vast fireplace, piled high, on winter nights, with flaming
hickory logs from whose ends a surgary sap bubbled out, but did not go to waste, for we scraped
it off and ate it; the lazy cat spread out on the rough hearthstones; the drowsy dogs braced against
the jambs and blinking; my aunt in one chimney comer, knitting; my uncle in the other, smoking
his com-cob pipe; the slick and carpetless oak floor faintly mirroring the dancing flame tongues
and freckled with black indentations where fire coals had popped out and died a leisurely death;
half a dozen children romping in the background twilight; "split" -bottomed chairs here and
there, some with rockers; a cradle—out of service, but waiting, with confidence; in the early cold
mornings a snuggle of children, in shirts and chemises, occupying the hearthstone and
procrastinating—they could not bear to leave that comfortable place and go out on the
wind-swept floor space between the house and kitchen where the general tin basin stood, and
wash.

Along outside of the front fence ran the country road, dusty in the summertime, and a good place
for snakes—they liked to lie in it and sun themselves; when they were rattlesnakes or puff
adders, we killed them; when they were black snakes, or racers, or belonged to the fabled "hoop"
breed, we fled, without shame; when they were "house snakes," or "garters," we carried them
home and put them in Aunt Patsy's work basket for a surprise; for she was prejudiced against



snakes, and always when she took the basket in her lap and they began to climb out of it it
disordered her mind. She never could seem to get used to them; her opportunities went for
nothing. And she was always cold toward bats, too, and could not bear them; and yet I think a bat
is as friendly a bird as there is. My mother was Aunt Patsy's sister and had the same wild
superstitions. A bat is beautifully soft and silky; I do not know any creature that is pleasanter to
the touch or is more grateful for caressings, if offered in the right spirit. I know all about these
coleoptera, because our great cave, three miles below Hannibal, was multitudinously stocked
with them, and often I brought them home to amuse my mother with. It was easy to manage if it
was a school day, because then I had ostensibly been to school and hadn't any bats. She was not a
suspicious person, but full of trust and confidence; and when I said, "There's something in my
coat pocket for you," she would put her hand in. But she always took it out again, herself; I didn't
have to tell her. It was remarkable, the way she couldn't learn to like private bats. The more
experience she had, the more she could not change her views....

Beyond the road where the snakes sunned themselves was s a dense young thicket, and through it
a dim-lighted path led a quarter of a mile; then out of the dimness one emerged abruptly upon a
level great prairie which was covered with wild strawberry plants, vividly starred with prairie
pinks, and walled in on all sides by forests. The strawberries were fragrant and fine, and in the
season we were generally there in the crisp freshness of the early morning, while the dew beads
still sparkled upon the grass and the woods were ringing with the first songs of the birds.

Down the forest slopes to the left were the swings. They were made of bark stripped from
hickory saplings. When they became dry they were dangerous. They usually broke when a child
was forty feet in the air, and this was why so many bones had to be mended every year. | had no
ill luck myself, but none of my cousins escaped. There were eight of them, and at one time and
another they broke fourteen arms among them. But it cost next to nothing, for the doctor worked
by the year twenty-five dollars for the whole family. I remember two of the Florida doctors,
Chowning and Meredith. They not only tended an entire family for twenty-five dollars a year,
but furnished the medicine themselves. Good measure, too. Only the largest persons could hold a
whole dose. Castor oil was the principal beverage....

The country schoolhouse was three miles from my uncle's farm. It stood in a clearing in the
woods and would hold about twenty-five boys and girls. We attended the school with more or
less regularity once or twice a week, in summer, walking to it in the cool of the morning by the



forest paths, and back in the gloaming at the end of the day. All the pupils brought their dinners
in baskets—corn dodger, buttermilk, and other good things—and sat in the shade of the trees at
noon and ate them. It is the part of my education which I look back upon with the most
satisfaction. My first visit to the school was when I was seven. A strapping girl of fifteen, in the
customary sunbonnet and calico dress, asked me if I "used tobacco"—meaning did I chew it. I
said no. It roused her scorn. She reported me to all the crowd, and said:

"Here is a boy seven years old who can't chew tobacco."

By the looks and comments which this produced I realized that I was a degraded object, and was
cruelly ashamed of myself. I determined to reform. But I only made myself sick; I was not able
to learn to chew tobacco. I learned to smoke fairly well, but that did not conciliate anybody and I
remained a poor thing, and characterless. I longed to be respected, but I never was able to rise.
Children have but little charity for one another's defects.

As I have said, I spent some part of every year at the farm until [ was twelve or thirteen years
old. The life which I led there with my cousins was full of charm, and so is the memory of it yet.
I can call back the solemn twilight and mystery of the deep woods, the earthy smells, the faint
odors of the wild flowers, the sheen of rain-washed foliage, the rattling clatter of drops when the
wind shook the trees, the far-off hammering of woodpeckers and the muffled drumming of wood
pheasants in the remoteness of the forest, the snapshot glimpses of disturbed wild creatures
scurrying through the grass—I can call it all back and make it as real as it ever was, and as
blessed. I can call back the prairie, and its loneliness and peace, and a vast hawk hanging
motionless in the sky, with his wings spread wide and the blue of the vault showing through the
fringe of their end feathers. I can see the woods in their autumn dress, the oaks purple, the
hickories washed with gold, the maples and the sumachs luminous with crimson fires, and I can
hear the rustle made by the fallen leaves as we plowed through them. I can see the blue clusters
of wild grapes hanging among the foliage of the saplings, and I remember the taste of them and
the smell. I know how the wild blackberries looked, and how they tasted, and the same with the
pawpaws, the hazelnuts, and the persimmons; and I can feel the thumping rain, upon my head, of
hickory nuts and walnuts when we were out in the frosty dawn to scramble for them with the
pigs, and the gusts of wind loosed them and sent them down. I know the stain of blackberries,
and how pretty it is, and I know the stain of walnut hulls, and how little it minds soap and water,
also what grudged experience it had of either of them. I know the taste of maple sap, and when to
gather it, and how to arrange the troughs and the delivery tubes, and how to boil down the juice,
and how to hook the sugar after it is made, also how much better hooked sugar tastes than any
that is honestly come by, let bigots say what they will. I know how a prize watermelon looks
when it is sunning its fat rotundity among pumpkin vines and "simblins"; I know how to tell
when it is ripe without "plugging" it; I know how inviting it looks when it is cooling itself in a



tub of water under the bed, waiting; I know how it looks when it lies on the table in the sheltered
great floor space between house and kitchen, and the children gathered for the sacrifice and their
mouths watering; I know the crackling sound it makes when the carving knife enters its end, and
I can see the split fly along in front of the blade as the knife cleaves its way to the other end; I
can see its halves fall apart and display the rich red meat and the black seeds, and the heart
standing up, a luxury fit for the elect; I know how a boy looks behind a yard-long slice of that
melon, and I know how he feels; for I have been there. I know the taste of

the watermelon which has been honestly come by, and I know the taste of the watermelon which
has been acquired by art. Both taste good, but the experienced know which tastes best. I know
the look of green apples and peaches and pears on the trees, and I know how entertaining they
are when they are inside of a person. I know how ripe ones look when they are piled in pyramids
under the trees, and how pretty they are and how vivid their colors. I know how a frozen apple
looks, in a barrel down cellar in the wintertime, and how hard it is to bite, and how the frost
makes the teeth ache, and yet how good it is, notwithstanding. I know the disposition of elderly
people to select the specked apples for the children, and I once knew ways to beat the game. |
know the look of an apple that is roasting and sizzling on a hearth on a winter's evening, and |
know the comfort that comes of eating it hot, along with some sugar and a drench of cream. |
know the delicate art and mystery of so cracking hickory nuts and walnuts on a flatiron with a
hammer that the kernels will be delivered whole, and I know how the nuts, taken in conjunction
with winter apples, cider, and doughnuts, make old people's old tales and old jokes sound fresh
and crisp and enchanting, and juggle an evening away before you know what went with the time.
I know the look of Uncle Dan'l's kitchen as it was on the privileged nights, when I was a child,
and I can see the white and black children grouped on the hearth, with the firelight playing on
their faces and the shadows flickering upon the walls, clear back toward the cavernous gloom of
the rear, and I can hear Uncle Dan'l telling the immortal tales which Uncle Remus Harris was to
gather into his book and charm the world with, by and by; and I can feel again the creepy joy
which quivered through me when the time for the ghost story was reached—and the sense of
regret, too, which came over me, for it was always the last story of the evening and there was
nothing between it and the unwelcome bed ....



