COLLEGE FOOTBALL PREVIEW:

EXCLUSIVE » SEE KIRK HERBSTREIT’S
2012 NCAA FOOTBALL PREDICTIONS

WINNER
2012 APEX AWARDS

AWARD of

EXCELLENCE
(06.15.11 “RICHMOND, VA”)

› AUGUST 15, 2012

N

L
UA

E NT
E

1 1 TH
HE
A
N

R

T

Life on the

Mississippi
Paying homage
to Mark Twain, our writer
chronicles his voyage
along OL’ MAN RIVER

HOME TOWN STORY

LOS ANGELES
08.15 Cover_Mississippi River.indd 1

Fe
nd To PL
er ur US
g u in
p. ita g th
52 r f e
ac
to
ry

Spend a weekend in Marilyn Monroe’s

AAP - Pitstop - _0BZ7R_AW20120815-FC1.pdf July 26, 2012 05:51:11

7/26/12 5:49 AM

VOLUME 45
NUMBER 16

AUGUST 15, 2012

Features

44 A RIVER’S GONNA FLOW
’CROSS THE LAND

Come along on a Twain-inspired, period-written
journey on the mighty Mississippi River .
BY ADAM PITLUK
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—MARK TWAIN
Life on the Mississippi, 1883
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One who knows the Mississippi will promptly aver — not
aloud, but to himself — that ten
thousand River Commissions,
with the mines of the world
at their back, cannot tame that
lawless stream, cannot curb
it or confine it, cannot say to it,
Go here, or Go there, and make
it obey; cannot save a shore for
which it has sentenced; cannot
bar its path with an obstruction which it will not tear down,
dance over, and laugh at. But a
discreet man will not put these
things into spoken words.
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A River’s
Gonna Flow
’Cross
the Land
Come along on a Twain-inspired,
period-written journey on the mighty
MISSISSIPPI RIVER.

COURTESY AMERICAN QUEEN

By Adam Pitluk

PORT OF CALL: The American Queen docks near
the Houmas House Plantation in Darrow, La.
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Y THE DAWN’S EARLY LIGHT, we moor our mighty steamboat at

the foot of the original sand-and-clay levee. The flat-bottom
ship absorbs the ebbing current, and the muddy water’s
siren song echoes off the hull of the American Queen, and
then off the banks of the Mississippi River — just as it has since the first
boats of the same frame and form made their way down the crooked
canal. And just as then, the river can lull you into a false sense of security. Many men have challenged her current and dared to dance with
her undertow. And many men have had their curtain call upon her tide.
Yet on this morning, as I carefully draw the drapes of our stateroom and
gaze out at daybreak’s prospective panorama, I have no reason not to believe that
something magical happened while we
slept. The mighty steamboat on which I
booked passage and boarded a day ago in
New Orleans as a sort of nostalgic trip into
the literary world of Mark Twain has actually delivered me into the literal world of the
famed author. As if divined, the American
Queen has brought me up the Mississippi
River and deposited me in the 1880s.
For there, in the middle of a grand plantation avenue, looking like they were delicately
painted by the long bristles of time, stand
two ladies in hoop dresses and speaking
such proper English that their mere words
command as much attention as their attire. I
nudge my wife and daughters and encourage
them to ready themselves in great haste, lest
this mirage of a bygone era fades into history
before we have the chance to experience it
for ourselves.
I gather my girls and escort them down
the grand staircase — a beautiful replica
of what my ancestors may have descended
more than 130 years ago. Then we walk the
gangplank to the shore and step back in time
to an era that predates even our antique
vessel. By and by, the yesterday-sights and
sounds and smells of New Orleans seem
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as though they were forever ago, as we are
now walking down a quarter-mile alley of
300-year-old oak trees that have withstood
acts of God and man and have yet another
300 years of life left in them. The sprawling
lawn of the aptly named Oak Alley Plantation in Vacherie, La., hugs us from all sides,
and after a 15-minute stroll through the past
— and even after we step over the threshold
of the antebellum mansion — we have but
scratched the surface of a boat ride through
time: a ride in which the “getting there” is as
much a part of the holiday as the being here.

M

orning broke early. The large,
lumbering ship made
port somewhat sooner than
expected. While my brood continues to slumber through the
first winks of the sun, the sound
of the vessel’s bottom scraping
shore rocks jolts me. And once
jolted, I can’t return to repose.
I take my place in a patio
chair beside my oak French
doors on the fifth floor of the
ship. Since my room is on the
starboard side, the sun is beginning to blaze out of my sight.
With no shimmer on the water

and no glare on five deck, I seize my book
from the nightstand and engross myself in
my tome of choice for this particular journey: Mark Twain’s 1883 masterwork, Life
on the Mississippi.
There is something lasting, something
quixotic about a read that was written with
the same trees and ripples in sight as those
flanking me now. Ah, to be a steamboat pilot
in the post–Civil War days, when the country was struggling to reacquaint itself and
the river relinquished its role as a tactical
military vein and reverted to being a commercial artery. I read and think and look
and consider how dreamy it might have been
to be a Victorian riverman, and the river
beneath me was a cha …
“What you doin’ here?” a voice questions
from blind sight. I look around, startled, and
reconcile that this question is not for me. So
I return to my reverie of a bygone time on a
contemporary river and put myself in the
past when …
“Come on, son, you’re the youngest guy on
the ship, but you’re hard of hearing.” This
comment I know is for me, as I am indeed the
youngest guy on the ship, and my children are
younger than most of my fellow passengers’
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BY SEA AND BY LAND: In case you don’t get enough
of the American Queen — with its majestic grand
staircase — while on the water, the bus ferrying
guests around the different stops (where children
dressed in period costumes greet you, as seen
here in Natchez, Miss.) is practically a mirror image
of the boat, as Kimberly Pitluk (below) discovered.
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man from Twain’s day, is rather sublime in
great-grandchildren. Just then, I notice a
figure of striking build, albeit of only nota- his mastery of profanity. We cut the converble features. He is barrel-chested and thick- sation short because it is time to disembark
for St. Francisville, La., once one of the richnecked. His skin has been weather-beaten
est neighborhoods in the antebellum South
and permanently tanned by the sun. His hair
is long gone, and even though he is clean- and now a smartly reconstructed model of
her former self.
shaven, there is a remnant of a decades-worn
mustache that has forever bleached his upper
lip. He looks angry, and I automatically know
he pilot of our boat is a man named
why. My children had been quite ornery the
John R. Sutton. He is a stately man
night before, and my neighbor most likely
of arresting presentation, commanding atwants to set me straight in anticipation of the
tention as much by what he doesn’t say as
remaining five nights, which will undoubt- he does with his spoken word. He looks reedly result in his sleeplessness.
splendent in his captain’s uniform, his hair
“I’m sorry if we kept you up last night, sir,” parted perfectly and his push-broom musI reply. He ambles over to where I sit and be- tache coiffed ever so neatly. He is in charge,
gins to ease into the seat beside me, slowly at
to be sure, and I have no trouble fully realfirst, and then all at once. “What the [heck]
izing the marvelous precision with which he
are ya talkin’ about?” he asks. “I can sleep
commands his vessel. Sutton will get us to
through anything. I’m askin’ you what
Vicksburg, Miss., and back, some 600-plus
you’re doin’ here, on this ship. What, you
round-trip miles on the crooked river, and
make the wrong reservation?
he will deliver us from the shalYou think this was the Carnilow reefs and the shoals: He’ll
val line?” His is the first candid
avoid the bars and the eddies
The GREAT
AMERICAN STEAMBOAT
conversation I’ve had about the
that allow the sediment to sink;
COMPANY offers 31
obvious in two days. My family
he’ll spot the fine lines on the
voyages year-round
and I stick out on this boat like a
face of the water that branch out
on the upper and
lower Mississippi
boatload of sore thumbs.
like the ribs of a fan. The MissisRiver, as well
The man introduces himself
sippi River is nothing if not conas on the Ohio and
Tennessee rivers.
as Old Tom. It is a moniker that
stantly reshaping and reforming
For more information,
is most likely self-imposed, for
herself,
her banks continuously
visit
when I ask him who Young Tom
altered
by
man and by time.
www.great
is, I’m told to mind my busi- americansteamboat
But Sutton knows this. A
company.com
ness. Needless to say, I like him
second- generation riverman,
immediately.
he knows everything there is to
Old Tom is an 80-year-old
know about river systems and
retired pig farmer from Connecticut. He
tributaries. A man could receive a higher
and his second wife, of 46 years, are on this
education just by spending an afternoon
particular voyage because they used to sail
with him. And as a learned man myself, I
on the Delta Queen back in her day, a majes- have a longing desire to inquire on a few mintic ship that retired in 2008 after 81 years
utes of the captain’s time. But I don’t. I steer
of faithful service. They booked passage on
clear of Sutton, engaging him only in proper
this inaugural voyage of the American Queen
courtesies when we pass each other on the
in part to relive the glory days, and in part
hurricane deck or in the dining hall.
because once you’ve sailed the Mississippi,
Sutton, to me, is like Mr. Bixby to Twain.
there’s a tendency to want to return.
Mr. Bixby was the pilot of the Paul Jones, an
“I’m here to retrace Twain’s steps, same
ancient tub that ferried passengers and cargo
as you,” I reply. “And if this river learned my
from Cincinnati to New Orleans. Twain was
family some, then all the better.”
a steamboat pilot’s apprentice, and Mr. Bixby
“Ah, that fake period talk don’t fool me,” was the pre-eminent captain on those wahe replies. “But I can tell you’re sincere. This
ters — a pilot’s pilot. Even when a knot of
is a helluva river and a helluva country, so
steamboatmen would congregate in the Piyou go ahead and teach — or I should say, you
lot’s House, and then when a danger would
go ahead and learn them — all you want.” befall the boat, all eyes turned to Mr. Bixby
We chat awhile longer and Old Tom’s frosty
to save them. He was a great man indeed, and
demeanor melts away. As do his inhibitions. he taught young Samuel Clemens many a
By and by, Old Tom, much like a steamboat
lesson about riverboating. But in doing so, he
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STROLLING THROUGH TIME: Adam’s daughters
walk the oak-lined avenue of the aptly
named Oak Alley Plantation in Vacherie, La.
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THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER

beat the romanticism out of the lad. Clemens,
er, Twain, no longer could view the river with
the same astonishment and idealism as he
had as a boy in Hannibal, Mo. When the river
became a profession, the Guf emptied. “A
day came when I began to cease from noting
the glories and the charms which the moon
and the sun and the twilight wrought upon
the river’s face,” he wrote in Life on the Mississippi. “Another day came when I ceased
altogether to note them.”
Hence my hesitation to consort with
Sutton. I spent many a minute upon a
tilted chair on five deck, silently taking
in the densely wooded shore on starboard; high above the forest wall, a cleanstemmed tree waved — as in Twain’s day
— a single leafy bough that glowed in the
unobstructed splendor of the sun. Were I to
befriend Sutton, he most certainly would
make the river into a schematic. Should we
become mates, a high sun would now mean
to me that there’d be wind tomorrow. That
floating log, recently dislodged from a dying
tree, would mean that the river was rising.
The silver streak in the shadow of the forest
would mean a break from a new snag. No, I
want to keep the river pristine. And I do.
With Sutton safely in the Pilot’s House,
I sit on my chair outside my stateroom and
stare pensively at the meandering shoreline.
Dusk comes like a woolly orange blanket
creeping from toe to top, and I look west over
the Mississippi River as the colors slowly
melt into the gentle ripples. This scene is
why humanity begot poetry. And I can say
with 100 percent certainty that at this particular moment and place in time, there is
nowhere else on the planet I’d rather be.

turns around and the boy grows tall and he
hears the song of the river call. As a wee lad,
Tom Sawyer heard the song sing, “travel on,”
and so did Old Tom from Connecticut. And
so did the boy telling this story. As Mark
Twain would put it, when it comes to communicating the grandeur and majesty of the
river — in either spoken or written word —

one gets such wholesale returns of conjecture out of such a trifling investment of fact.
Then you blink away a tear, and the boy
is gone.
Executive editor ADAM PITLUK is the author of Damned
to Eternity: The Story of the Man Who They Said Caused
the Flood. He spent most of the 1990s living along various
rivers in Missouri.

I

prepare my family to return to the
hereafter, and have to bribe my daughters to get them to stop crying. The river
days are lazy and long, the way you want
them to be when the weather’s wonderful
and the company’s sociable. Each point of
disembarkation along the river — Oak Alley;
St. Francisville; Natchez, Miss.; Vicksburg;
Houmas House Plantation in Darrow, La. —
presents a new way of looking at an old slice
of America. Friendships are made and relationships are rekindled while the American
Queen steams up and down the Mississippi.
But this is just the word of one person;
this is just the word of a boy who, like Tom
Sawyer, was a dreamer by the river’s side;
this is just what happens when the world
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