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An Interview with Mark Twain 
Anna B. Katona 

In early spring, 1899, Mark Twain visited Budapest for one 
week on the invitation of the Hungarian Journalists' Associa-
tion to deliver a lecture during the Jubilee Celebration of the 
Freedom of the Hungarian Press. Accompanied by his wife 
and two daughters, he arrived on March 23, and departed on 
March 30. Lionized in Vienna and well-known in Hungary, 
the American writer was given much attention in the Buda-
pest press even before his arrival. 

The first interview appeared in the most widely circulating 
daily Pesti Naplo (Journal of Pest) on Friday, March 24, 1899; 
the article was entitled "Mark Twainnel Galantatol Budapestig" 
(With Mark Twain from Galanta to Budapest). An enterprising 
young reporter boarded the train in Galanta on March 23rd, 
and interviewed the American humorist. Mark Twain answered 
his questions in broken German; evidently, like most Hungarian 
intellectuals of his time, the journalist was unfamiliar with 
English. 

As the reporter did not sign the article and his identity has 
not been established, there is no way to check on his background 
knowledge of Mark Twain. Consequently, there is no way to 
determine with any certainty how much of his impressions 
were genuine, and how much he was influenced by popular 
opinion. Because of the great publicity about the distinguished 
visitor in the Habsburg capital, however, it is fair to guess that 
the reporter must have had substantial information about him. 
As he was the first Hungarian journalist to meet Twain in person 
on Hungarian soil, the interviewer started his article with a 
description of the visitor's outward appearance. 

A snow-white-haired old man, his back bent, his 
moustache brimstone-colored from smoking the pipe, 
a kind of meticulous white-collar worker, who keeps 
on looking at you from behind his glasses, his brows 
bushy and severe, becoming a general; this is Mr. 
Samuel Clemens, alias Mark Twain, the great 
American poet (sic!) and world famous master of jokes. 



The adjective "snow-white-haired" was to stay with the visitor 
in all subsequent Hungarian reportage. The anonymous re-
porter's presentation of Mark Twain corresponds with authentic 
sources that describe his "bushy white hair, brows ... shaggy 
and thick" and his "eyes ... piercing, look(ing) out ... from a 
furrowed face." 1 The reference to Mark Twain's heavy smoking 
is also sustained by ample evidence about this "inveterate 
smoker." 2 

The description of Mark Twain's outward appearance is 
followed in the report by a character-sketch. 

As I entered the compartment in Galanta, I noticed 
a morose old man sitting on the ticket-inspector's 
narrow seat reading furiously from under his eye-
glasses the Neue Freie Presse (New Free Press); as 
a matter of fact, he rather deciphered it out loud 
as heavy-headed children would do. I would have 
thought him to be anybody else rather than an 
American and a humorist for that matter. My guess 
would have been that he was Mr. Giesecke from 
Berlin: a character in Blumenthal's and Kadelburg's 
plays, a German expert on bacilli, or a Hungarian 
governmental official. He much more resembled any 
of these than the author of wall-shaking jokes, of 
many hellish satires, of thousand humorous details. 
When somebody assured me on his word of honor 
that this man was really Mark Twain, I introduced 
myself with the respect due to a genius. Very soon 
I had to find out that the Gaspar-Kovacsi school 
text-book3 is right: the outward appearance is, 
indeed, misleading. This seemingly angry old man 
would frequently burst into hearty laughter: on such 
occasions he would look on the brighter side of things 
without any severity, with so much serenity and joy 
as if he were a student on vacation. Once he realized 
that I was a scribbling young man, he shook hands 
with youthful vehemence, let his glasses slide to the 
end of his nose in a patriarchal manner, and started 
to chat about everything that came to his mind 
with immense good will but in terrible German. 

The young journalist was either well-read about Mark Twain 
or he was extremely perceptive; in either case he did a very 
good job in presenting the American writer's character in all 
its complexity. In the anonymous article, we are first introduced 
to Mark Twain reading a newspaper, and resembling a grim 



scientist or government official: a reminder of the writer's 
"occasional attitude(s) of pessimism and bitterness." 4 Then the 
journalist successfully points out the American's susceptibility 
to sudden changes of mood in his description of the jovial 
greeting he received from Mark Twain. 

The conversation seems to have started with a discussion 
of the German language, with Mark Twain's confessions about 
his deficient German. 

"To tell the truth, my German is rather poor. I would 
not know tomorrow what I had perfectly mastered 
yesterday. All the same I picked up a few phrases 
in Vienna. Back home, fifteen years would go by 
before you would find the knowledge of German of 
any use. As far as I am concerned, in all my life I 
only spoke German once in America; a poor German 
woman accidentally missed the railroad station, and 
there was not a single soul who could understand 
what her problem was. I was the only one capable of 
giving her some directions, but neither before this in-
cident nor since have I found any use of my German." 

This little anecdote conveniently demonstrates Mark Twain's 
story-telling vein, his well-known ability to come up with a 
suitable story on any topic and in any situation. More important 
than that, his difficulties with the German language must have 
endeared him to the reporter and to most Hungarians who 
even decades after the 1867 Compromise harbored unfriendly 
feelings towards the Habsburgs. The reportage then continues 
with the journalist's question: "Does Mrs. Clemens not speak 
German either?" Twain replied: "On the contrary, she speaks 
well. Even my daughters have mastered the German tongue 
perfectly." 

In 1878 Mark Twain wrote from Heidelberg, Germany to 
William Dean Howells: "Drat this German tongue, I never shall 
be able to learn it ... Mrs. Clemens is getting along fast ." 5 Since 
Mark Twain mentioned his daughters while discussing the 
German language, it was appropriate that the reporter intro-
duced them to his readers. 

"My daughters" refers to two very good-looking young 
persons; one of the two Miss Mark Twains (sic!) is a 
slender girl, with a Romantic face, a little pale; she 
looks tense, wears a blue dress buttoned to the neck 
and a small golden chain; the other, the younger, 



is much more naughty and more lively; she is plump, 
snub-nosed and wears on her short light coat a dark 
blue bouquet of violets from Parma. While their 
world-famous fa ther escapes to the ticket-inspector's 
leather-seat, they make themselves comfortable in 
the compartment playing cards; those tiny cards with 
orange-colored backs are unknown to us; the young 
ladies triumphantly acknowledge the hits with hearty 
laughter. A still good-looking woman dressed in 
all black is enjoying the country-side around the river 
Vag through the compartment window: this is Mrs. 
Clemens, Mark Twain's earthly providence. 

The reader cannot help detect a subtle touch of misgiving in 
the journalist's comment on the two daughters. There is a slight 
indication that their cheerfulness may have forced their grumpy 
father out of the compartment. As far as the author's wife is 
concerned, the reporter must have done his homework well. 
The statement about Mrs. Clemens as her husband's "earthly 
providence" testifies to his knowledge about the beneficial role 
Livy was supposed to have played in Mark Twain's life. Indeed, 
this remark strongly suggests that the interviewer prepared 
himself thoroughly for the encounter. 

The conversation turned to the inevitable topics. The 
reporter wrote: "I asked the author of The Prince and the 
Pauper, Is it true that you got the name 'Mark Twain' by acci-
dent?" The reporter mentioning this particular book was by 
no means accidental. First published in Hungarian in 1880, 
it was one of the three so-called "children's classics" (The 
Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventure of Huckleberry 
Finn being the other two) which were accepted as good literature 
even by Hungary's sophisticated intellectuals who objected to 
the lack of refinement in the other American works. 

Mark Twain kindly gave a detailed answer about his 
penname. 

"Indeed, it was quite by accident. It happened back 
in 1857, more than forty years ago; I was going down 
the river.6 The sailors there speak a very special 
language, harder than the usual speech in order to 
make the command come through louder. When they 
measure the water's depth, they would say to each 
other: mark twain! This would mean something like 
this: the water is two fathoms deep. The term hit 
my fancy so much that one day I said to myself: Mark 



Twain would not be a bad penname. I have tried it 
and it worked. Of course, that was forty years ago." 

Without any break, the report then proceeds to Mark Twain's 
statements about his working habits. 

Then he turned to his career as a writer; he told me 
that he would work six full hours every day, from 
11 a.m. to 5 p .m. without interruption. At home 
he would get up at 9, but in Vienna it is usually noon 
or 1 p.m. by the time he finishes dressing. And yet 
the old man does not look like a dandy of fashion; at 
the inside of his narrow black bouquet, at the margin 
of his golden shirt-button the unruly buttonhole seems 
frazzled, indeed. 7 Here, of course, he is a guest, lives 
a leisurely life and has more time for laziness than 
at home. Back home in America, he would still 
relentlessly work six hours a day though work does not 
come easily to him; he proceeds slowly, hesitantly, 
deleting a considerable amount of passages. 

This is reminiscent of a letter Twain wrote about a year earlier, 
January 22, 1898, to William Dean Howells: "I couldn't get 
along without work now. I bury myself in it up to the ears. Long 
hours — 8 and 9 on a stretch, sometimes. And all days, Sundays 
included." Equally relevant are the comments in an unmailed 
letter of May 14, 1887 to Jeannette Gilder: "It is my habit to 
keep four or five books in process of erection all the time and 
every summer add a few bricks to two or three of them." 8 

Any Hungarian reporter interviewing a foreign celebrity 
would eventually ask the inevitable question about the visitor's 
knowledge of Hungary. So did the anonymous young journalist. 

"During our conversation I asked him to tell me 
sincerely whether he had heard about us at home; 
whether he had known before coming here that some 
place there were Magyars living, and if so, what kind 
of notion did he have about the Hungarian people." 

Mark Twain's answer must have been gratifying for the reporter 
and even more so for the newspaper readers the following day. 

"Had I heard of them? Very much so! In America 
people would still talk about the Hungarian emigrants 
who had come after 1849, esp. about Lajos Kossuth! 
I am truly sorry that I learnt too late about last year's 
national celebration: the fiftieth anniversary of the 
Hungarian freedom fight. Had I heard about it in 



time, I would have come by all means in order to 
celebrate with you." 

Unquestionably, this passage contained the most important 
message of the interview for the readers. The reasons for inviting 
Mark Twain to Budapest are not quite clear. Since sophisticated 
intellectuals objected to this "vulgar, rough style," he could 
not have been invited for literary reasons, nor was the occasion 
a literary one. On the other hand, Mark Twain, the 
self-appointed ambassador-at-large of the United States in 
Vienna, may have been regarded by Hungarian journalists as 
a symbol of freedom, and since he was already a Viennese 
celebrity, a safe choice at the same time. During the Jubilee 
Celebration, many a speaker's reference, to the United States 
as the fatherland of European liberty bears out this suggestion. 
Mark Twain's own remarks about Kossuth's popularity in 
America and about the Hungarian War of Independence of 
1848/49 are extremely significant in this context. 

The conversation on the train then turned to small talk. 
He lit a cigar, it was Viennese; he delighted in smoking and 
evidently liked the Austrian brand. He observed it almost 
tenderly, lovingly. 

"It is a good kind of cigar, if only we had one like 
this! But the American cigar is bad and the tariff on 
the Havana cigar is so high that the poor citizen of the 
Union cannot pay the price. And yet the tobacco 
is of great importance to the addicted smoker who 
would smoke without a break from morning to 
evening. Ten-fifteen cigars, twenty-five to thirty pipes 
daily, isn't that something?" 

"Doesn't that much smoking make you nervous?" 
"Nervous? I have known this term so far only f rom 

the dictionary." 
"How come that people in America find the 

tobacco-tariff high? Here in Europe we believe that 
everybody who lives in the Union is a millionaire." 

Heartily laughing he made a joking gesture with 
his hand. 

"Well, well. There are more poor people over there 
than in these regions here. But, of course, you hear 
only about the railroad magnates and the oil kings." 

"With some poetic imagination we would even call 
any unexpected, or any very much hoped for, good 
luck an American uncle." 

"You better do not find out that the American 



uncle carries sacks or paints bridges for his living..." 

What started as small talk about smoking touched on a 
significant issue. The discussion about the legendary Ameri-
can millionnaire lends insight into European folklore about 
America, in particular, the reference to the American uncle, 
sheds light on the Hungarian variation of that folklore. 
Mark Twain's sobering answer also reveals the truth about the 
hard way some of those American "uncles" earned the money 
part of which they sent back home to help the folks in the old 
country. 

Now it was Mark Twain's turn to ask and he came up with 
every writer's inevitable problem: 

He was curious whether his books sold well, whether 
they were translated into Hungarian, and was 
extremely pleased to learn that our critics would call 
the more talented humorists "Hungarian Mark 
Twains." He was roaring with laughter and repeated 
cheerfully: That 's a real compliment! 

Indeed, on his subsequent visit to the famous Otthon (the 
Journalists' Club, called "Home"), Viktor Rakosi was introduced 
to the American as the Hungarian Mark Twain. 

The interview covered one more significant topic. 

He was about to talk about the Viennese Reichsrat's 
sessions where he spent the most enjoyable moments of 
his life, when the train stopped at Ersekujvar* station, 
and the American humorist came face to face with 
one interesting specialty of Hungary: the gipsy. When 
he found out that at this station all passanger trains 
were received with music, he applauded cheerfully: 

"This must be a happy country, where people 
live in permanent cheerfulness..." 

At the sound of the music the Mark Twain misses 
(sic!) rushed to the window to watch the gipsy-band 
with their lorgnettes. 

The band was playing the Rakoczi-march in a 
melodious waltz beat. In this dubious moment they 
must have received a most exotic impression of the 
unknown country... 

*At that time trains between Vienna and Budapest passed 
through Ersekujvar (Nove Zamky), which is presently Czecho-
slovakian territory. 



For lack of any other convincing evidence we must presume 
that Mark Twain undertook this trip out of curiosity. Hungary 
has maintained, even in the twentieth century, a kind of exotic 
appeal for visitors from the English-speaking world. The 
gipsy-music played at the Ersekujvar station was one of the many 
unfortunate features that promoted an entirely false image of 
Hungary to visitors from the West. 

From the concluding par t of the report it becomes evident 
that the beauty of the Duna-kanyar (the bend of the Danube), 
the view of Visegrad, the Danube, and the mountains of Buda, 
as they unfold before travelers approaching the Hungarian 
capital f rom the West, did not fail to impress Mark Twain, 
though the young journalist evidently exaggerated the gran-
diousness of the scenery. 

And I must confess tha t after Dunakeszi the old m a n 
became more and more uncommunicative, and in an 
appropriate moment escaped with American phlegm 
(sic!) into the neighboring coach. I was not hur t by 
his behavior since it made me feel good to see the 
great American humorist watch with curious eyes as 
Budapest unfolded itself to our view. Already around 
Visegrad he burst into enthusiastic exclamations 
and looked with amazement at the immense Danube 
winding its way into the picturesque mountains with 
majestic quietness. 9 He became speechless; excited 
as a child, he gazed through the window. After this 
he spoke only once, when the train turned into the 
railroad station, and all he said was this: 

"You see, as soon as we got to the frontier I knew 
I was on Hungarian soil." 

The express stopped. An enthusiastic crowd was 
cheering outside. His hat in hand, the snow-white-
haired Mark Twain descended the steps of the train. 

In conclusion, we can assume that without displaying any 
brilliancy or an unusually imaginative approach, the young 
reporter demonstrated initiative and ability. He must have been 
overwhelmed with the occasion and with Mark Twain's fame 
and personality. Obviously, it was the famous visitor who guided 
the conversation all the time after graciously letting himself be 
interviewed by "a scribbling young m a n . " That young scribbler, 
though, was quite well prepared. He did not ask any surprising 
questions; on the other hand, he asked all the obvious ones. 
He was also tactful and avoided possibly painful topics like the 



author's recent bankruptcy or his beloved Susy's death. On the 
whole, he should be commended for his insight into a complex 
character. The Mark Twain that emerged from his report 
was a friendly, generous man liking companionship but who 
in his gloomier moods preferred solitude. The unknown young 
Hungarian journalist's Mark Twain was "an utterly winsome 
sort of teddy bear in need of all the love he could get," as 
characterized by Kurt Vonnegut.1 0 
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