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"Mark Twain's" Elder Brother, His Trial For Heresy 
BY 

-RICH'D B. B. WOOD-

I would tell the Interesting story of in the court, these calls being made 
the trial and conviction for heresy ot nccessary by Orion's absent-minded-
Orion Clemens, elder brother of Sam
uel L. Clemens, "Mark Train," t>y a 
Presbyterian church in Keokuk, 
Iowa, in 1879, and his excommunica
tion. 

If eccentricity and human peculiar
ities were at a premium, Orion Clem
ens, the elder brother of Mark Twain, 
would have come near winning first 
prize at almost any contest testing 
such qualities. He had some of the 
characteristics of his younger broth
er without the marked development. 
He was tall, always approachable, 
more so than Mark, with a droll hu
mor, dark hair inclined to be shaggy, 
and an absentmindness that was at 
times laughable. 

Frequently when his wife went out 
for a friendly tall upon friends she 
would leave a lunch on the table, 
which Orion would eat with a relish 
when lonesome, and his appetite 
would come to him. Once Orion 
found his hunger getting the best of 
him, reconnoitered the dining room 
and found what he thought "was a 
bowl of soup. His mind waB far 
away; his hunger only was present. 
He attacked the contents of the bowl 
with an absent-minded, relish and left 
the vessel empty. Smacking his lips 
with a kind of boyish, satisfaction, 
and inwardly thanking his good wife 
for being so considerate of his wants, 
he congratulated himself on not be
ing as other, neglected, men. He 
then resumed his work at the writ
ing table. Not long afterwards his 
wife returned and quietly went about 
her househald duties, preparing to 
bake her usual batch of bread. The 
yeast was sought, but there on the 
table was the bowl, which had con
tained it. but the barm was gone. 
Orion was questioned. 

"Yeast? yeast ?'> questioned he. "1 
ate the contents of the bowl for my 
lunch, if that's what you are talking 
about; I thought it was soup, and it 
was elegant." 
• This is only one of a hundred little 
incidents that might be found of his 
absent-minded and peculiar eccentri
cities. 
"1 A small, one-story brick building 
once stook on the corner of Fifth and 
Blondes u streets in Keokuk, where 
the present sightly Young Men's 
Christion Association building now 
stands. In the front of this building, 
facing on Fifth street, was the office 
of J. Henry Westcott, Justice of the 
peace, a deacon in the Presbyterian 
church of which Clemens was a mem-
tier, and a witness In the noted heresy 
trial, the story of which I am about 
to recite. In the rear of this justice's 
office there was an entrance on 
Blondeau street, by the side of which 
entrance was a modest sign bearing 
this legend: 

ORION CLEMENS, 
ATTORNEY AT LAW. 

/ Later this sign was removed from 
there to the upstairs entrance of a 
two-story brick building on Fifth 
street between Main and Blondeau 
streets, adjoining on the north, the 
old Gate City building. After several 
years the old sign disappeared alto
gether, though Orion still kept up his 
identity as a member of the bar, only 
occasionally breaking lnt5 the courts, 
principally those of the justices of 
the peace, with a minor suit which 
he watched and nursed with the ten
derness of a young mother watching 
her first born, mingled with the Im
portance and interested air of the 
leading attorney in a modern "bust-
the-truBt" case. He used to draw a 
worried remark from so patient a 
man as Gen. J. C. Parrott, who was 
a justice of the peace at the time, 
for Orion's pertinacity and frequency 
of calls to look after the trivial de
tails of a trivial suit which he had 

nccessary 
ne8S. 

His law sign disappeared from the 
street about the time Orion became 
more engaged with Mark Twain in 
his work. The elder brother, it is 
said gave much assistance *o the 
great humorist. He read and revised 
his proofs, and probatbly some of his 
manuscripts, which were sent to 
Keokuk for correction and then re
turned to the author. While Orion 
had a fine sense of humor, a touch 
of ohllosophy and a sympathy for the 
droll and ludicrous, he never made 
attempt to father anything striking 
as a writer of literature. Probably 
some of his best pennings may have 
crept into the pages of his brother 
Mark's most popular works, but Mark 
got the credit. Orion was better edu
cated and rather more refined in his 
tastes and conceptions than Mark, 
with not half the push, acquisitive
ness and tact. Occasionally he would 
break out in the local press In the 
discussion of some question in which 
his quaint philosophy and droll say
ings and idiosyncrasies would crop 
out, but his principal work latterly 
appeared to be for his more success
ful younger brother. 

Suddenly Orion and his wife, and 
the mother of himself and Mark 
Twain, were comfortably and happily 
ensconced in a pretty and comfortable 
two-story brick residence on Seventh 
and High streets, all his own, in evi
dence of his successful work with 
Mark Twain. While Orion was well 
known and comparatively intimate 
with the people of Keokuk, he was 
not a general mixer with the popu
lace, though, as the saying goes, "As 
.plain as an old shoe." After his law
yer's sign disappeared hiB workshop 
.was at home, both lor his literary and. 
legal labor. In his appearance down 
town he was particularly genial with 
his acquaintances and always in a 
good humor, not of the boisterous 
kind but of that half-reserved, half 
open cordiality which characterized 
him on all occasions. His life went 
out as he had lived, quietly. In ap
parent good health, in the room where 
his work was lying about him on his 
writing table, death touched him with
out warning and he passed away in 
a sudden stroke, and Keokuk mourn
ed at the startling announcement. He 
was a friend to Keokuk's civic im
provement and an advocate of a city 
beuatiful as his life had been a soul 
beautiful. 

To him in a full measure is due 
the chance the world had of applaud
ing the genius of Mark Twain, and 
it might be well to throw in by way' 
of parenthesis a brief summary of his 
career. 

Orion Clemens was born at Gains
borough, Tenn., in 1829; was editor of 
the Union at Hannibal, Mo., from 
1850 to 1853; was editor of the Mus
catine, Iowa, Journal in 1853 and 
1854. He ran a Job printing office in 
Keokuk, Iowa, in which Mark Twain 
was employed, the old building still 
standing here on Main street, and is
sued the first city directory of Keo
kuk. Mark Twain assisted him In the 
issuing of this volume. In 1861, he 
was appointed secretary of Nevada 
territory, which position he occupied 
until 1864. Immediately after Ne
vada became a state he was elected 
representative to the lower house, 
serving one term. In 1866 he went to 
St Louis, Mo., and became connected 
with the St. Louis Democrat. In 1870 
he went to Hartford, Conn., and be
came editor of a literary weekly pa
per, and afterwards of a political pa
per in 1873; edited a republican pa
per at Rutland, Vermont; came back 
to Keokuk in 1874 and opened an of
fice as an attorney at law. Before go
ing west Mr, Clemens married Miss 
Mary Stotts, an estimable lady of a 
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prominent Keokuk family, in 1855. 
They had but one child, a little girl, 
who died at an early age, while Mr. 
and Mrs. Clemens were,in Nevada. 

When Orion Clemens went west to 
take up his duties as secretary of Ne
vada territory under the appointment 
of president Lincoln, his brother Sam
uel Langhorn Clemens, who after
wards won literary distinction as 
Mark Twain, accompanied him as his 
assistant or private secretary, and it 
waB in this western country that the 
younger Clemens acquired Inspiration 
and began his career which made him 
famous not only in the United States 
but in other lands. If the great hum
orist had not been given this oppor
tunity of his youthful an unmarked 
life-race by the appointment of his 
brother, and that brother's generosity 
lu sharing the appointment with him, 
Samuel L. Clemens, not at all prom
ising at the time, might have drifted 
about in life, as many another, his 
genius hidden under a bushel, and 
died "unwept, unhonored and unsung." 
Sometimes unseen and unappreciated, 
a very little incident contributes to 
make a big life. 

All this preliminary to telling the 
true story of the trial, conviction and 
excommunication of Orion Clemens 
for heresy. It was an epoch in the 
religious history of not only Keokuk, 
but of the country. It was mentioned 
and discussed in secular and religious 
papers generally as an incident of 
note. Its rehearsal here, however, 
may serve a purpose as an echo of 
the past 

From all outward signs urtuu Clem
ens bad been an exemplary member 
of the First Westminster Presbyterian 
church. Moral, honest generous, 
philosophical and thoughtful, he went 
his way, attending church with atten
tive interest and performing all the 
duties demanded of him as a devout 
and consistent worshiper, until he 
mounted the platform as a lecturer In 
the modest auditorium at Red Ribbon 
hall, on May 5 1879, during the days 
of the red ribbon temperance move
ment, when Bontecue, the temper
ance apostle, went abroad in the land. 
The title of the lecture was: "Man, 
the Architect of Our Religion." The 
sentiments of the lecture were con
sidered far different from the teach
ing of the church of which he was a 
member, and he was cited before the 
session of the church to answer the 
charge of heresy. Dr. Willis Green 
Craig, an eminent divine, since more 
prominent in high connection with 
the McCormlck Theological Seminary 
at Chicago, and one time having the 
dlctinction of being moderator of the 
Presbyterian general assembly, held 
at Washington, D. C., in 1893, was 
pastor of the" Keokuk church at the 
time. Dr. Craig only recently died at 
his home in Chicago, his remains be
ing taken to the town of his birth, 
Danville, Ky., for interment 

The prominence of the characters 
participating and the fact that the 
offense originated from a lecture de
livered in a public hall, gave the trial 
more than ordinary prominence and 
much significance, and here is given 
a summary of the proceedings, the 
conclusion of the ecclesiastical court 
and the final sentence of excommuni
cation. 

P. T. Lomax was a lawyer, a digni
fied and gentlemanly Virginian, and 
also clerk of the session, and here Is 
a copy of the citation summoning Mr. 
Clemens to trial: , „ 
"To Orion Clemens: 

"You «re hereby cited to be and 
appear before the session of the First 
Westminster church of Keokuk, at 
the pastor's study of said church, on 
Saturday, May, 1879, at 3 o'clock p. 
m., then and there to answer the 
charge preferred against you of com
mon fame, a copy of which charge, 
with the specifications under it with 
the proofs appended to it, Is herewith 
delivered to you in order that the 
matter may be heard and decided. By 
order of the session. 

"P. T. LOMAX, 
"Clerk of Session. 

"Keokuk, May 6th, 1879." 

Clemens did not tremble, but with 
the courage of a Spartan, or a martyr 
being led to the slaughter, he In
dited thiB acceptance: 

"I hereby accept due service of the 
above citation, and waive time for 
my appearance thereto, and I desire 
that the matter of said charge ancf 
specifications, be immediately heard 
and decided. 

"ORION CLEMENS.. 
"Keokuk, May 6th, 1879.*' 
These are the charges and specifi

cations: 
"1. Common fame charges Orion 

Clemens of the First Westminster 
Presbyterian church of the city of 
Keokuk with having publicly deliver
ed at Red Ribbon hall in said city, on 
Monday evening, May 5th, 1879, a 
lecture in writing wherein he dis
avowed the divinity of the Christian 
religiofi and attributed it wholly to 
man. 

'^Specification 1st—In that he de
nies in said lecture the presence of 

! the supernatural In the Old Testa-
I ment scriptures. 
I "Proof 1.—Synopsis furnished by 
accused: 

"The said lecture asserts 'the last 
six commandments of the decalogue 
to be moral rules always practiced 

ndLi 9 n 

Sell It Made Keokuk 

upon by mankind, the setting of which 
in form and words was like naming 
a river or mountain.' 

"Witnesses: J. H. Westcott, Wm. J. 
Fulton. 

"Specification 2.—In that he denies 
the doctrine of the church that the 
Old Testament scriptures are the in
spired word of God. 

"Proof 1.—The said lecture asserts 
that inspiration is simply a higher 
development of thought in a special 
direction, or is a dream. 

"Witnesses same and proof »ame. 
"Proof 2.—Said lecture declare* 

that 'there is nothing in the Old Tes
tament Indicating a belief of its writ
ers that anything thought, said or 
done in this life would effect the con
dition of the soul in the life to come.' 

"Proof 3.—Said lecture treats Ab
raham as a 'sun-and fire-worshiper, 
adoring the Canaanitlsh places In 
Canaanitlsh ways.' 

"Witness same and proof same. 
"Proof 4.—Said lecture treats 'Mcl-

chisidek as a Canaanitlsh priest fend 
king and a priest of the sun, as the 
god meant by the most High God.' 

"Witness the same and proof the 
same. 

"Proof 5.—Said lecture treats the 
'smoking furnace and burning lamp' 
described in Genesis X, 17, as sym
bols of three gods, the sun, the tree 
and the planet Venus." 

"Witness same and proof same. 
"Proof 6.—Said lecture treats 'Ab

raham's sacrifice described In Gene-j 
%is~ XV, as offered to the sun, the tree 
and the goddess of love and beauty; 
the turtle dove as a symbol of love 
and beauty and spring, and the young 
pigeon as a symbol of the life-giving 
powers of nature, and the lavish gen
erosity of their exercise.' 

"Witness same and proof same. 
"Charge. — That the said Orion 

Clemens has avowed sentiments con
trary to the fundamental doctrines of 
the church. 

"Specification 1.—In that he has 
denied the divinity of our Lord and 

viour Jesus Christ. 
"Witnesses: Rev. W. G. Craig,' S. 

E. Carey. 
"Specification 2.—In that he has 

denied publicly the sanctity of the 
Sabbath day. 

"Witnesses: H. Scott Howell, Rob
ert Creel. , ^ 

"A true copy. 
"P. T. LOMAX, 
"Clerk ot Session." 

The trial ot the accused occurred 
Wednesday evening, May 7, 1879, Rev. 
W. G. Craig presiding, with Geo. B. 
Smyth as prosecutor. 

P. T. Lomax, clerk of the session, 
wrote down the minutes of the te*. 
tlmony. 

J. H. Westcott and Wm. J. Fulton 
were sworn as witnesses. 

J. H. Westcott testified as follows: 
'1 was present at the lecture of Mr. 
Clemens on the evening of the 5th ot 
May, in Red Rlbboji hall. Mr. Clem 
ens enunciated the opinion that Chris
tianity was of human and not of divine 
origin. I understood him to deny the 
supernatural in the Old Testament 
scriptures. The view he held of Alb 
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raham was that he was an ldolator, I 
as the Canaanites were. In the sense 
that the fundamental principles of the 
Bible originated with man he denied 
the inspiration of the scriptures. The 
view he adopted as to Abraham's in-; 
splration was that it was not a divine 
call. He thought that Abraham plant
ed a tree out of which to form an 
idol to be worshiped by himself, and 
that alone." 

On cross-examination Mr. Westcott 
testified as followB to questions asked 
/by Mr. Clemens, the accused: 

Question—"In regard to a spirit 
existing in the spirit of an object wor
shiped, alluded to in your evidence 
just given, was it not in the stone 
and not in the tree?*' 

Answer—"I understood It to be In 
both; that In the tree there was a 
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