
 

 Just before the start to the 2012 fall semester, my wife and I decided to do a trip to 

Hannibal, Missouri, childhood home of Samuel Clemens.  The idea of the trip was doubly 

exciting for me, because I also had never been to the Mississippi River.  I have a peculiar 

penchant —I guess you could call it that— for rivers, so seeing the Mississippi, especially after 

having read Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, was high on my list of priorities while living in the 

Midwest.  The trip did not get off to a great start, and I am not talking about my wife’s post hoc 

choice of a three-hour detour down the gut of Illinois.  In driving from Mitchell, Indiana to 

Hannibal Missouri, I became genuinely depressed with what I saw along the way: corn —endless 

fields of corn.  It occurred to me, obviously, that this was going to be the case, but, being the 

existentialist that I am, experiences tend to bring a what-it’s-like-ness to concepts that cannot be 

apprehended a priori.  Of course, this feeling of depression was not just caused by the immensity 

of the cornfields, but by the additional consideration that this was most likely genetically 

modified corn, basically inedible, and grown for the sake of producing high-fructose corn syrup 

and all sorts of foods stuffs that you typically don’t think of as being made of corn.  For me, the 

spatial vastness of the cornfield was couple with their temporal vastness, which was the more 

problematic consideration; it gave me far more time to think about corn, especially GMO corn, 

than is psychologically healthy for the mind that struggles to exist under the auspices of sanity.  

Mind ran around with thoughts that consider homologies between algae harvesting in Soylent 

Green and the corn, the difference being that the chemical stink of the corn syrup factories in 

Illinois presented a horror that could not have been captured, or even, quite possibly, imagined, 

by filmmakers of 1970s; thoughts, subsequently, about the artificially large and temporarily 

metastable population of agrarian and food science technologies; thoughts that reflected upon 

Sam Shepard’s Buried Child and the dehumanizing and depressing role that corn played 



 

symbolically.  My thoughts too centered about corn for my own good.  Being that this is a 

travelogue, I feel these impressions are important to convey, because it really set the tone for the 

trip, and I am not sure how much it played a role in what I came to realize about Samuel 

Clemens (see my blog on Clemens and Rousseau). 

 I should state for the record that three days is all the more you need to experience 

everything that is Hannibal.  A quick hour of trip planning can tell you so much.  The definite 

highlight of our Hannibal trip was Garth Woodside Mansion, which boasts to have been the 

place where Clemens would return, on the rare occasions that Clemens would return to Hannibal.  

In fact, the house was such a luxurious place to stay, and for such a reasonable price, I would 

leave open the possibility of revisiting Hannibal, if for no other reason than to stay at the house 

for a week.  In suggesting that the most remarkable thing about Hannibal was this wonderful bed 

and breakfast, I have to inform the reader that even some of the most hardcore Twain fans will 

find little worthwhile in Hannibal.  If you choose to go to Hannibal, the way to make it worth 

your while is by staying at Garth Woodside Mansion; trust me on this one.  My wife and I stayed 

in Mark Twain’s room, that is, the visitor’s room, in which visitors (among them, Mark Twain) 

would stay.  The house has a late nineteenth-century feel to it, and the second floor balcony was 

a sublime place to read.  If you have found delight in see homes from this period, such as 

Clayton in Pittsburgh, I think you will find this one very enjoyable. 

 As far as museums, Hannibal’s Monsanto-sponsored Mark Twain Museum, itself, is 

greatly lacking.  In all honesty, the museum is little more than a physical place where pictures 

and text from Mark Twain’s Wikipedia can be found.  The two features that I enjoyed were the 

art and Jim Waddell’s performance of Mark Twain’s Retreat: Personal Recollections of the Civil 

War.  The art: The museum houses some of Norman Rockwell’s original paintings, including the 



 

famous Tom Sawyer (Whitewashing the Fence), which were done during the time that Rockwell 

was commissioned to do the illustrations for Tom Sawyer.  These were a real treat, gems for 

those who really enjoy art.  One thing that struck me was just how impressionistic the works 

looked in real life.  In addition to the paintings, original sketches that would inform the paintings 

were also present, and it was fascinating to compare the differences between the tightly drawn 

images and the looser, impressionist paintings.  Waddell’s performance: I am not sure whether 

Waddell typically does Mark Twain, but this performance, oriented in recounting his civil war 

experiences, was given from within the persona of Samuel Clemens, not Twain.  It was, 

however, rather quite good.  It would have been interesting to compare Waddell’s Twain with 

Holbrook’s Twain, but that did not happen.  Also, I have to comment on the fact that the week 

we were in Hannibal was the week in which the Heritage Stage Productions were not operating, 

so we did not get to see their continually running “Mark Twain Himself,” featuring Richard 

Garey.  Very unfortunate.  Anyway, Waddell is good, and he performs numerous times, in 

numerous places, throughout the week. 

 We chose to do Mark Twain Cave, but not Cameron Cave.  As far as caves go for the 

average person, if you have seen one, you have seen them all.  In fact, for the average person, a 

cave like Laurel Caverns in southwestern Pennsylvania is probably much more exciting than 

Mark Twain Cave.  From a geological standpoint, Mark Twain Cave had a number of interesting 

features, and it also had a fairly interesting history, having been a hiding place of Jesse James 

and the research lab for doctor who dissected human bodies.  On that score, it may interest some. 

 There are a few geographically interesting places to note.  “Lover’s Leap” (there are a 

couple of them so named in the area) and Cardiff Hill are the two best places to view the 

Mississippi from.  Riverside Park’s views of the river are absolutely useless.  Cardiff Hill has a 



 

white lighthouse atop of it, so it is easy to find.  These locations are certainly no reasons for 

visiting Hannibal, in-themselves, but Cardiff Hill is interesting from the standpoint that you can 

imagine Clemens, as a boy, running by Tom Blankenship’s hovel, yelling at him to come out to 

play, then running up the hill, afterword jumping in the water.  The lay of the land tells you that 

much of what happens in Tom Sawyer was probably a retelling and partial fictionalization of 

things that really happened, when Clemens was a kid. 

 The Mark Twain riverboat was fun, primarily, because I had never been on one.  We did 

the dinner cruise, which was far too short in duration for my liking.  The Mississippi has 

tremendous character, so I can definitely see what Clemens fell in love with.  At this point, since 

the cruise was a “dinner cruise,” I should say something about how horrible the food was in all 

of Hannibal.  In fact, the best meal that we had in Hannibal was the modest one on the riverboat.  

Every sit-in diner we went to was horrible.  Easily the worst was Ole Planters Restaurant, and a 

close second was the Mark Twain Diner.  Everything on Main Street was pretty wretched.  

Breadaux’s pizza was bearable, but, in retrospect, I think we would have been willing to drive a 

half hour to get food, if we knew it was going to be that bad.  My wife and I tend to eat clean, so 

the opportunity to eat yummy stuff tends to find little complaint with us; that should indicate just 

how poor of quality their food was on the senses.  Not just that, but there were no options to get 

salads or vegetables, even if we wanted to eat something particularly nutritious.  As far as food 

goes, the trip was a disaster. 

 Mark Twain’s boyhood home was interesting to see.  There is very little to say on this 

account, because the aesthetics and qualia of being there are what tell the tale.  I will say that, 

having read so much about where Twain ended up in life, especially considering his New York 

home and estate in Italy, there was quite a contrast.  Hannibal definitely has much to say about 



 

the person that Clemens became, but the thing I think it says most is that Hannibal created Mark 

Twain; and it definitely wasn’t the case that Clemens became Twain, but that Clemens left 

Hannibal as Mark Twain, Twain would diffuse from him over his life, and the man would die as 

Clemens without much evidence of Twain remaining. 

 Overall, Hannibal was a fairly depressing little, almost forgotten place.  I could only 

really recommend a visit to Hannibal for those who find themselves in love with everything 

Mark Twain, needing to know where it was that this persona was created.  Here are good criteria 

for deciding upon whether to visit Hannibal.  If you have read: 1) all but two of Twain’s works 

(and maybe some of his collected short stories), and 2) two biographies; then I would 

recommend that the trip is worthwhile.  If you don’t meet these criteria, you probably would not 

enjoy this trip. 


