Mark Twain jumps ship at Sandy Beach
Pip Wilson, 13th February 2005
The brilliant American author and humourist, Mark Twain, arrived in Australia on September 15,
1895, spent about three months here and wrote of his travels in Following the Equator.
And in his book, More Tramps Abroad, he recorded a remarkable observation on the people he found
on this continent:
The Australians do not seem to me to differ noticeably from Americans, either in dress, carriage,
ways, pronunciation, inflections, or general appearance.
He also wrote about my town. Well, not Sandy Beach exactly, which isn't a town, but the nearest
one (7 kilometres) and the place where I buy my food, Woolgoolga (see map):
In the weltering hell of the Moorooroo plainThe Yatala Wangary withers and dies,And the Worrow
Wanilla, demented with pain,To the Woolgoolga woodlandsDespairingly flies.
Did Mark Twain stop in at Woolgoolga on his travels? The question isn't entirely rhetorical, because
perhaps a reader can tell me. I would love to get a copy of his Aussie itinerary. I suspect he got the
exotic-sounding words from a map and other documents, and in an idle moment, perhaps on the
deck of a steamer, or in a Sydney hotel late at night after one of his successful lectures, strung
them together just for fun.
Possibly the steamer stopped in at Woolgoolga or nearby Coffs Harbour on its 1,000-kilometre
journey from Sydney to Brisbane, to load wood and fresh water for its boiler.
It is tempting to conjecture that Twain, who said of himself "I am a revolutionist -- by birth,
breeding, principle, and everything else", if he were steaming by Sandy Beach and Woolgoolga in
our day, might not wish to return home. He was a fervent anti-imperialist and anti-war activist, as
his 'The War Prayer' attests.
As Vice-President of the Anti-Imperialist League from 1901 till his death in 1910, he wrote
extensively on the theme, and some of his works he asked to be not published until after his death,
because he knew how strong the forces of war and American empire were during his lifetime. His
progressive worldview dogs him even to this day: His The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is the fifth
most challenged book in the American library system, ie, by readers who wish it removed from the
shelves. That process of banning Huck had been started in Denver, CO, as early as 1885 by a
General Funston.
Part of me imagines Twain wanting to jump ship and camping out in the Woolgoolga woodlands
rather than having to face for another time the strenuous attacks of those for whom war is a matter
of pride and profit.

