VI.
A Cub-Pilor’s Expericnce

HAT WITH LYING on the rocks four days at Louisville,

and some other delays, the poor old “Paul Joncs”
tooled away about two weceks in making the voyage from
Cincinnati to New Orleans. This gave me a chance to get
acquainted with one of the pilots, and he taught me how to
steer the boat, and thus made the fascination of river lifc more
potent than cver for me.

It also gave me a chance to get acquainted with a youth
who had taken deck passage—more ’s the pity; for hec easily
borrowed six dollars of me on a promise to return to the boat
and pay it back to me the day after we should arrive. But he
probably died or forgot, for he never came. It was doubtless
the former, since he had said his parents were wealthy, and
he only travelled deck passage because it was cooler.?

I soon discovered two things. One was that a vessel would
not be likely to sail for the mouth of the Amazon under ten
or twelve years; and the other was that the nine or ten dollars
still left in my pocket would not suffice for so imposing an
exploration as I had planned, cven if I could afford to wait
for a ship. Therefore it followed that I must contrive a new
carecer. The “Paul Jones” was now bound for St. Louis. I
planned a sicge against my pilot, and at the end of three hard
days he surrendered. He agreed to teach me the Mississippi
River from New Orleans to St. Louis for five hundred dollars,
payable out of the first wages I should reccive after graduat-
ing. I entered upon the small enterprise of “learning” twelve
or thirteen hundred miles of the great Mississippi River with
the easy confidence of my time of life. If I had really known
what I was about to require of my facultics, I should not have
had the courage to begin. I supposcd that all a pilot had to
do was to keep his boat in the river, and I did not consider
that that could be much of a trick, since it was so wide.

The boat backed out from New Orleans at four in the af-

'“Deck” passage— i.e., steerage passage.
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ternoon, and it was “our \:atch“ until eighe, Mr. p.o
chicf, “straightened her up,” plowed her ‘«ﬂong Past t'}“:‘b."s my
of the other boats that lay at the Levee, and then g € Sterp
take her; shave those stcamships as close as vou g’ Here
3})Plc-” 1 tOOk the \?’hCCl, and n]-\' hC'th‘bCat ﬂi]ttcrcd SCC! an
the hundreds; for it scemed to me that we were
scrape the side off every ship in the line, we we
held my breath and began to claw the boat away
danger; and I had my own opinion of the pilot wh
known no better than to get us into such peril, by I
wise to express it. In half a minute I had a wide Margin of
safety intervening between the “Paul Jones” and the shj
and within ten seconds more I was sct aside in disgracc, and
Mr. Bixby was going into danger again and flaying me alive
with abuse of my cowardice. I was stung, but I was obliged
to admire the casy confidence with which my chicef loafeq
from side to side of his wheel, and trimmed the ships so
closcly that disaster scemed ccasclessly imminent. When he
had cooled a little he told me that the casy water was close
ashore and the current outside, and therefore we must hug
the bank, up-strcam, to get the benefit of the former, and stay
well out, down-strcam, to take advantage of the latter. In my
own mind I resolved to be a down-stream pilot and lcave the
up-streaming to pcople dead to prudence. )
Now and then Mr. Bixby called my attention to certain
things. Said he, “This is Six-Mile Point.” T assented. It was
pleasant enough information, but I could not sce the bearing
of it. I was not conscious that it was a matter of any interest
to me. Another time he said, “This is Nine-Mile Point.” Later
he said, “This is Twelve-Mile Point.” They were all abou.t
level with the water’s edge; they all looked about alike to .HE:
they were monotonously unpicturesque. I hoped Mr. BXO
would change the subject. But no; he would crowd Ug
around a point, hugging the shore with affection, and t.h:_
say: “The slack water ends here, abreast this bunch of Ch‘g s
trees; now we cross over.” So he crossed over. He ga\‘twﬂ
thg whccl once or twice, but I had no luck. I either cam‘cdlwo
Chlp})ll’lg off the edge of a Ve

- rav
- sugar plantation, or I ¥a ain an¢
far from shore, and so dropped back into disgrace ag?
got abuscd,

Was too

Ps;
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The watch was ended at last, and we took supper and went
to bed. At midnight the glare of a lantern shone in my cycs,
and the night watchman said: —

“Come! turn out!”

And then he left. I could not understand this extraordinary
procedure; so I presently gave up trying to, and dozed off to
slcep. Pretty soon the watchman was back again, and this
timc he was gruff. I was annoyed. I said:

“What do you want to come bothering around here in the
middle of the night for? Now as like as not I ’ll not get to
slecp again to-night.”

The watchman said: —

“Well, if this an’t good, I ’m blest.”

The “off-watch> was just turning in, and I heard some bru-
tal laughter from them, and such remarks as “Hello, watch-
man! an’t the new cub turned out yet? He ’s delicate, likely.
Give him some sugar in a rag and send for the chambermaid
to sing rock-a-by-baby to him.”

About this time Mr. Bixby appeared on the scene. Some-
thing like a minute later I was climbing the pilot-house steps
with some of my clothes on and the rest in my arms. Mr.
Bixby was close bchind, commenting. Here was something
fresh—this thing of getting up in the middle of the night to
go to work. It was a detail in piloting that had never occurred
to me at all. I knew that boats ran all night, but somehow I
had never happened to reflect that somebody had to get up
out of a warm bed to run them. I began to fear that piloting
was not quite so romantic as I had imagined it was; there was
something very real and work-like about this new phase of it.

It was a rather dingy night, although a fair number of stars
were out. The big mate was at the wheel, and he had the old
tub pointed at a star and was holding her straight up the
middle of the river. The shores on cither hand were not much
more than half a mile apart, but they scemed wonderfully far
away and cver so vague and indistinct. The mate said: —

“We ’ve got to land at Jones’s plantation, sir.”

The vengeful spirit in me exulted. T said to mysclf, I wish
you joy of your job, Mr. Bixby; you ’ll have a good time
finding Mr. Jones’s plantation such a night as this; and I hope
you never will find it as long as you live.
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Mr. Bixby said to the mate: —

“Upper end of the plantation, or the lower?”

“Uppcr.DQ

“I can’t do it. The stumps there are out of water at this
stage. It ’s no great distance to the lower, and you ’ll have to
get along with that.”

“All right, sir. If Jones don’t like it he ’ll have to lump it, I
reckon.”

And then the mate left. My exultation began to cool and
my wonder to come up. Here was a man who not only pro-
posed to find this plantation on such a night, but to find ei-
ther end of it you preferred. I dreadfully wanted to ask a
question, but I was carrying about as many short answers as
my cargo-room would admit of, so I held my peace. All I
desired to ask Mr. Bixby was the simple question whether he
was ass enough to really imagine he was going to find that
plantation on a night when all plantations were exactly alike
and all the same color. But I held in. I used to have fine
inspirations of prudence in those days.

Mr. Bixby made for the shore and soon was scraping it,
just the same as if it had been daylight. And not only that,
but singing—

“Father in heaven, the day is declining,” etc.

It seemed to me that I had put my life in the keeping of a
peculiarly reckless outcast. Presently he turned on me and
said: —

“What’s the name of the first point above New Orleans?”

I was gratified to be able to answer promptly, and I did. I
said I did n’t know.

“Don’t know?”

This manner jolted me. I was down at the foot again, in a
moment. But I had to say just what I had said before.

“Well, you ’re a smart onc,” said Mr. Bixby. “What ’s the
namc of the next point?”

Once more I did n’t know.

“Well, this beats anything. Tell me the name of any point
or place I told you.”

I studicd a while and decided that I could n’t.
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“Loook herc! What do you start out from, above Twelve-
Mile Point, to cross over?”

“I—I—don’t know.”

“You—you—don’t know?” mimicking my drawling man-
ner of speech. “What do you know>”

“I—I—nothing, for certain.’

“Byv the great Casar’s ghost, I believe you! You ’re the stu-
pldtst dunderhead I ever saw or ever heard of, so help me
Mosecs! The idea of yox being a pilot— you! Why, you don’t
know enough to pilot a cow down a lane.”

Oh, but his wrath was up! He was a nervous man, and he
shuffled from one side of his wheel to the other as if the floor
was hot. He would boil a while to himself, and then overflow
and scald me again.

“Look here! What do you suppose I told you the names of
those points for?”

I tremblingly considered a moment, and then the devil of
temptation provoked me to say:—

“Well—to—to—Dbe entertaining, I thought.”

This was a red rag to the bull. He raged and stormed so
(he was crossing the river at the time) that I judge it made
him blind, because he ran over the steering-oar of a trading-
scow. Of course the traders sent up a volley of red-hot pro-
fanity. Never was a man so grateful as Mr. Bixby was: because
he was brim full, and here were subjects who would zalk back.
He threw open a window, thrust his head out, and such an
irruption followed as I never had heard before. The fainter
and farther away the scowmen’s curses drifted, the higher Mr.
Bixby lifted his voice and the weightier his adjectives grew.
When he closed the window he was empty. You could have
drawn a scine through his system and not caught curses
cnough to disturb your mother with. Prescntly he said to me
in the gentlest way: —

“My boy, you must get a little memorandum-book, and
every time I tell you a thing, put it down right away.
There ’s only one way to be a pilot, and that is to get this
entire river by heart. You have to know it just like A B C.”

That was a dismal revelation to me; for my memory was
never loaded with anything but blank cartridges. However, 1
did not feel discouraged long. I judged that it was best to
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make some allowances, for doubtless Mr. Bixby was “stretch-
ing.” Presently he pulled a rope and struck a few strokes on
the big bell. The stars were all gone now, and the night was
as black as ink. I could hear the wheels churn along the bank,
but I was not entircly certain that I could see the shore. The
voice of the invisible watchman called up from the hurricane
deck: —

“What s this, sir?”

“Jones’s plantation.”

I said to myself, I wish I might venture to offer a small bet
that it is n’t. But I did not chirp. I only waited to see. Mr.
Bixby handled the engine bells, and in due time the boat’s
nose came to the land, a torch glowed from the forecastle, a
man skipped ashore, a darky’s voice on the bank said,
“Gimme de k’yarpet-bag, Mars’ Jones,” and the next moment
we were standing up the river again, all serene. I reflected
deeply a while, and then said,—but not aloud,—Well, the
finding of that plantation was the luckiest accident that ever
happened; but it could n’t happen again in a hundred years.
And I fully believed it was an accident, too.

By the time we had gone seven or eight hundred miles up
the river, I had learned to be a tolerably plucky upstream
steersman, in daylight, and before we reached St. Louis I had
made a trifle of progress in night-work, but only a trifle. I
had a note-book that fairly bristled with the names of towns,
“points,” bars, islands, bends, reaches, etc.; but the informa-
tion was to be found only in the note-book—none of it was
in my head. It made my heart ache to think I had only got
half of the river set down; for as our watch was four hours
off and four hours on, day and night, there was a long four-
hour gap in my book for every time I had slept since the
voyage began.

My chief was presently hired to go on a big New Orleans
boat, and I packed my satchel and went with him. She was a
grand affair. When I stood in her pilot-house 1 was so far
above the water that I secemed perched on a mountain; and
her decks stretched so far away, fore and aft, below me, that
I wondered how I could ever have considered the little “Paul
Jones” a large craft. There were other ditterences, too. The
“Paul Jones’s” pilot-house was a cheap, dingy, battcred rattle-




A CUB-PILOT’S EXPERIENCE 267

trap, cramped for room: but here was a sumptuous glass tem-
ple; room enough to have a dance in; showy red and gold
window-curtains; an imposing sofa; leather cushions and a
back to the high bench where visiting pilots sit, to spin yarns
and “look at the river;” bright, fanciful “cuspadores” instead
of a broad woodcn box filled with sawdust; nice new oil-cloth
on the floor; a hospitable big stove for winter; a wheel as
high as my head, costly with inlaid work; a wire tiller-rope;
bright brass knobs for the bells; and a tidy, white-aproned,
black “texas-tender,” to bring up tarts and ices and coffee dur-
ing mid-watch, day and night. Now this was “something
like;” and so I began to take heart once more to believe that
piloting was a romantic sort of occupation after all. The mo-
ment we were under way I began to prowl about the great
steamer and fill myself with joy. She was as clecan and as
dainty as a drawing-room; when I looked down her long,
gilded saloon, it was like gazing through a splendid tunnel;
she had an oil-picture, by some gifted sign-painter, on every
state-room door; she glittered with no end of prism-fringed
chandeliers; the clerk’s office was clegant, the bar was marvel-
lous, and the bar-keeper had been barbered and upholstered
at incrcdible cost. The boiler deck (i.e., the second story of
the boat, so to speak), was as spacious as a church, it scemed
to me; so with the forecastle; and there was no pmﬁll handful
of deck- hands, firemen, and roust-abouts down there, but a
whole battalion of men. The fires were fiercely glaring from
a long row of furnaces, and over them were eight huge boil-
crs! This was unutterable pomp. The mighty engines—but
cnough of this. I had never felt so fine before. And when I
found that the regiment of natty scrvants respectfully “sir’d”
me, my satisfaction was complete.



VIII.
Pg@lexing Lessons

- THE END of what scemed a tedious while, I had map.
A aged to pack my head full of islands, towns, bars,
“points,” and bends; and a curiously inanimatc mass of lum.
ber it was, too. However, inasmuch as I could shut my eyes
and reel off a good long string of these names without leaving
out more than ten miles of river in every fifty, I began to feel
that I could take a boat down to New Orleans if I could make
her skip those little gaps. But of course my complacency
could hardly get start enough to lift my nose a trifle into the
air, before Mr. Bixby would think of something to fetch it
down again. One day he turned on me suddenly with this
settler: —

“What is the shape of Walnut Bend?”

He might as well have asked me my grandmother’s opinion
of protoplasm. I reflected respectfully, and then said I did n’t
know it had any particular shape. My gunpowdery chief went
off with a bang, of course, and then went on loading and
firing until he was out of adjectives.

I had learned long ago that he only carried just so many
rounds of ammunition, and was sure to subside into a very
placable and even remorseful old smooth-bore as soon as they
were all gone. That word “old” is merely affectionate; he was
no‘t more than thirty-four. I waited. By and by he said,—

‘My boy, you ’ve got to know the shape of the river per-
fectly. It is all there is left to steer by on a very dark night.
Everything clse is blotted out and gone. But mind you, it has
n’t the same shape in the night that it has in the day-time.”

:;i;;::: 31(1) carthfam I ever going to learn it, then?” o

you follow a hall at home in the dark? Because
you know the shape of it. You can’t sce it.”

Do you mean to say that I °ve got to know all the million
trifling variations of shape in the banks of this interminable
river as well as 1 know the shape of the front hall at home?’

On my ’hunur, you ’ve got to know them berter than any
man cver did know the shapes ot the halls in his own house:
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1>

“I wish I was dcad!

“Now I don’t want to discourage you, but”

“Well, pile it on me; T might as well have it now as another
time.”

“You scc, this has got to be learnced; there is n’t any getting
around it. A clcar starlight night throws such hcavy shadows
that if you did n’t know the shape of a shore perfectly you
would claw away from ecvery bunch of timber, because you
would take the black shadow of it for a solid cape; and you
sce you would be getting scared to death every fifteen minutes
by the watch. You would be fifty yards from shore all the
time when you ought to be within fifty feet of it. You can’t
sce a snag in onc of thosc shadows, but you know exactly
where it is, and the shape of the river tells you when you arc
coming to it. Then there ’s your pitch-dark night; the river is
a very different shape on a pitch-dark night from what it is
on a starlight night. All shores scem to be straight lines, then,
and mighty dim oncs, too; and you ’d »u# them for straight
lines only you know better. You boldly drive your boat right
into what scems to be a solid, straight wall (you knowing
very well that in reality there is a curve there), and that wall
falls back and makes way for you. Then there ’s your gray
mist. You take a night when there ’s one of thesc grisly,
drizzly, gray mists, and then there is n’t any particular shape
to a shore. A gray mist would tangle the head of the oldest
man that ever lived. Well, then, different kinds of moonlzg/ot
change the shape of the river in different ways. You see”—

“Oh, don’t say any more, please! Have I got to lcarn the
shape of thc river accordlng to all these five hundred thou-
sand differcnt ways? If I tried to carry all that cargo in my
head it would make me stoop-shouldered.”

“No! you only lcarn the shape of the river; and you learn it
with such absolute certainty that you can alqus steer by the
shape that ’s i your bead, and ncver mind the one that ’s
before your cyes.”

“Very well, LIl try it; but after T have learned it can I de-
pend on it? Wil it keep the same form and not go fooling
around?”

Before Mr. Bixby could answer, Mr. W
take the wartch, and he said,—

came in to
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“Bixby, you ’ll have to look out for President’s Island and
all that country clear away up above the Old Hen and Chick-
ens. The banks are caving and the shape of the shores chang-
ing like everything. Why, you would n’t know the point
above 40. You can go up inside the old sycamorec snag,
now.”

So that question was answered. Here were lcagues of shore
changing shape. My spirits were down in the mud again. Two
things scemed pretty apparent to me. One was, that in order
to be a pilot a man had got to lcarn more than any one man
ought to be allowed to know; and the other was, that he
must learn it all over again in a diffcrent way every twenty-
four hours.

That night we had the watch until twelve. Now it was an
ancient river custom for the two pilots to chat a bit when the
watch changed. While the relieving pilot put on his gloves
and lit his cigar, his partner, the retiring pilot, would say
something like this:—

“I judge the upper bar is making down a little at Hale’s
Point; had quarter twain with the lower lead and mark twain?
with the other.”

“Yes, I thought it was making down a little, last trip. Meet
any boats?”

“Met one abreast the head of 21, but she was away over
hugging the bar, and I could n’t make her out entirely. I took
her for the ‘Sunny South’—had n’t any skylights forward of
the chimneys.”

And so on. And as the relieving pilot took the wheel his
partner® would mention that we were in such-and-such a
bend, and say we were abreast of such-and-such a man’s
wood-yard or plantation. This was courtesy; I supposed it
was necessity. But Mr. W came on watch full twelve min-
utes late on this particular night,—a tremendous breach of
ctiquette; in fact, it is the unpardonable sin among pilots. So
Mr. Bixby gave him no greeting whatever, but simply surren-

[

! It may not be necessary, but still it can do no harm to cxplain that “in-
side” means berween the snag and the shore.—M. T.

*Two fathoms. Quarter twain is 2'/4 fathoms, 13'/2 feet. Mark three is three
fathoms.

3“Partner” is technical for “the other pilot.”
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dered the wheel and marched out of the pilot-housce without
a word. I was appalled; it was a villanous night for blackness,
we were in a particularly wide and blind part of the river,
where there was no shape or substance to anything, and it
secemed incredible that Mr. Bixby should have left that poor
tellow to kill the boat trying to find out where he was. But 1
resolved that I would stand by him any way. He should find
that he was not wholly friendless. So I stood around, and
waited to be asked where we were. But Mr. W plunged
on screnely through the solid firmament of black cats that
stood for an atmosphcre, and never opened his mouth. Here
is a proud devil, thought I; here is a limb of Satan that would
rather send us all to destruction than put himself under obli-
gations to me, because I am not yct one of the salt of the
earth and privileged to snub captains and lord it over every-
thing decad and alive in a steamboat. I presently climbed up
on the bench; I did not think it was safc to go to sleep while
this lunatic was on watch.

However, I must have gone to sleep in the course of time,
because the next thing I was aware of was the fact that day
was breaking, Mr. W gone, and Mr. Bixby at the
wheel again. So it was four oclock and all well—but me; I
felt like a skinful of dry bones and all of them trying to ache
at once.

Mr. Bixby asked me what I had stayed up there for. I con-
fessed that it was to do Mr. W a benevolence,—tell him
where he was. It took five minutes for the entire preposter-
ousness of the thing to filter into Mr. Bixby’s system, and
then I judge it filled him ncarly up to the chin; because he
paid me a compliment—and not much of a one either. He
said,—

“Well, taking you by-and-large, you do scem to be more
different kinds of an ass than any creature I cver saw before.
What did you supposc he wanted to know for?”

I said I thought it might be a convenience to him.

“Convenience! D-nation! Did n’t T tell you that a man ’s
got to know the river in the night the same as he >d know his
own front hall?”

“Well, I can follow the front hall in the dark it T know it s
the front hall; but suppose you set me down in the middle of
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it in the dark and not tell me which hall it is; how am I to
know?”

“Well, you ’ve got to, on the river!”

“All right. Then I ’m glad I never said anything to Mr.
W—2

“I should say so. Why, he ’d have slammed you through
the window and utterly ruined a hundred dollars’ worth of
window-sash and stuff.”

I was glad this damage had been saved, for it would have
made me unpopular with the owners. They always hated any-
body who had the name of being carcless, and injuring
things.

I went to work now to learn the shape of the river; and of
all the eluding and ungraspable objects that cver I tried to get
mind or hands on, that was the chicf. I would fasten my eyes
upon a sharp, wooded point that projected far into the river
some miles ahead of me, and go to laboriously photographing
its shape upon my brain; and just as I was beginning to suc-
ceed to my satisfaction, we would draw up toward it and the
exasperating thing would begin to melt away and fold back
into the bank! If there had been a conspicuous dead tree
standing upon the very point of the cape, I would find that
tree inconspicuously merged into the general forest, and oc-
cupying the middle of a straight shore, when I got abreast of
it! No prominent hill would stick to its shape long cnough
for me to make up my mind what its form really was, but it
was as dissolving and changeful as if it had been a mountain
of butter in the hottest corner of the tropics. Nothing ever
had the same shape when I was coming down-stream that it
had borne when I went up. I mentioned these little difficul-
ties to Mr. Bixby. He said,—

“That ’s the very main virtue of the thing. If the shapes did
n’t change every three seconds they would n’t be of any use.
Take this place where we are now, for instance. As long as
that hill over yonder is only one hill, I can boom right along
the way I ’m going; but the moment it splits at the top and
forms a V, I know I ’ve got to scratch to starboard in a hurry,
or I°ll bang this boat’s brains out against a rock; and then
the moment onc of the prongs of the V swings behind the
other, I >ve got to waltz to larboard again, or I °ll have a
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misunderstanding with a snag that would snatch the keelson
out of this stcamboat as necatly as if it werc a sliver in your
hand. If that hill did n’t change its shape on bad nights there
would be an awful stcamboat grave-yard around here inside
of a ycar.”

It was plain that I had got to lcarn the shape of the river in
all the different ways that could be thought of,—upside
down, wrong end first, inside out, fore-and-aft, and “thort-
ships,”—and then know what to do on gray nights when it
had n’t any shape at all. So I set about it. In the course of
ume I began to get the best of this knotty lesson, and my
sclt-complacency moved to the front once more. Mr. Bixby
was all fixed, and ready to start it to the rear again. He
opecned on me after this fashion: —

“How much water did we have in the middle crossing at
Hole-in-the-Wall, trip before last?”

I considered this an outrage. I said: —

“Every trip, down and up, the leadsmen are singing
through that tangled place for three quarters of an hour on a
stretch. How do you reckon I can remember such a mess as
that?”

“My boy, you ’ve got to remember it. You ’ve got to re-
member the exact spot and the exact marks the boat lay in
when we had the shoalest water, in every one of the five
hundred shoal places between St. Louis and New Orleans;
and vou must n’t get the shoal soundings and marks of one
trip mixed up with the shoal soundings and marks of another,

cither, for they °re not often twice alike. You must keep them
scparate.”

When I came to mysclf again, I said,—

“When I get so that I can do that, I ’ll be able to raise the
dead, and then I won’t have to pilot a stcamboat to make a
living. I want to retire from this business. I want a slush-
bucket and a brush; I >m only fit for a roustabout. I have n’t
got brains cnough to be a pilot; and if I had I would n’t have
strength enough to carry them around, unless 1T went on
crutches.”

“Now drop that! When I say I °ll learn' a man the river, 1

mcan it. And you can depend on it, Pl learn him or kill him.™
"“Tcach™ is nor in the river vocabulary.




