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		The £1,000,000 Banknote
Mark Twain



		
When I was twenty-seven years old, I was a mining-broker’s clerk in San Francisco, and I was alone in the world.
On Saturdays, in my free time, I used to get on a little sailboat on the bay. One day, I went out too far to sea. Some men picked me up on board their boat. It was a long and stormy voyage, and I had to work as a common sailor for free. When I arrived to London, I only had one dollar in my pocket, and my clothes were dirty. This money was enough for twenty-four hours.
About ten o’clock the following morning, I went to Portland Place. I was hungry. I saw a child throw a big pear away. My mouth watered for it, and I wanted to get it. At that moment, someone opened their window behind me, and I heard a gentleman’s voice:
“Step in here, please.”
I went into a big room. A couple of elderly gentlemen were sitting in the room. They sent away the servant, and then they made me sit down. There was leftovers from breakfast on the table.
I could not focus on anything. I only thought about the food.
Now, I will tell you the story. I actually learned everything after a month. Those two gentlemen had an argument a few days before I arrived to London. They agreed to decide it with a bet.
That year, The Bank of England issued two banknotes of a million pounds each. They had used one of them, and the other one was still in the vaults of the bank. Well, these brothers wondered what an honest and intelligent stranger would do with that banknote. Here’s their dialogue:
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“He would starve to death,” said Brother A.
“No, he wouldn’t,” said Brother B.
“The police would arrest him,” said Brother B. “I bet twenty thousand pounds, that the man would live thirty days and keep out of jail.”
“All right,” said Brother A.
Brother B went down to the Bank and bought that note. He had his clerk write a letter. Then, the two brothers sat at the window a whole day. They waited for the right man to give it to.
They saw many intelligent faces, but they were not intelligent enough. Many of them were intelligent, but they were not honest enough. Some of them were both honest and intelligent, but they were not poor enough.
So, they chose me. They began to ask me questions about myself. They learned my story.
“What do you want me to do?” I asked.
One of them gave me an envelope.
“You’ll find the explanation inside,” he said. “Do not open it now. Take it to your place, and look it over carefully.”
I was surprised. I wanted to talk about it more, but they didn’t. It was probably some kind of
a joke. I felt hurt and left the house.
The pear was not there anymore. I was so unlucky. I walked for a few minutes and stopped to open the envelope. It contained money! My opinion of those people changed, I can tell you! I put the money into my pocket and went to the nearest restaurant. Well, I ate a lot. I took out the money and looked at it. Almost five million dollars!
When the owner came to my table, I gave him the banknote.
“Give me the change, please,” I said.
He looked so surprised.
“I’m sorry, sir, but I cannot do that,” he said.
“I’m sorry, but I must insist. Please change it; I haven’t got anything else.”
“No matter, sir, you can pay when you come again.”
“I might not be in this neighbourhood again for a while.”
“I can wait. You can also have anything you want. I’m not afraid to trust a rich gentleman
like you.”
At that moment, another customer entered, and the landlord went to welcome him. I was pretty nervous and frightened. I decided to go back to the old gentlemen’s house. I knocked on the door. The same servant opened the door. I asked for those gentlemen.
“They are gone,” the servant said.
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“Gone? Where?”
“On a journey.”
“But where?”
“To the Continent, I think.”
“The Continent?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Which way – by what route?”
“I can’t say, sir.”
“When will they come back?”
“In a month.”
“A month! Oh, this is awful. How can I reach them? It’s very important.”
“I can’t help you. I’ve no idea where they are, sir.”
“Then I must see some members of the family.”
“The family is away, too. They are in Egypt and India, I think.”
“There’s a huge mistake. Surely they’ll be back by nightfall? Will you tell them I will keep coming back until I see them?”
“I’ll tell them, but I am not expecting them today. They told me that you would come. I must tell you that it’s all right. They’ll be here on time and expect you.”
So, I had to give up and go away. What was it all about? I was about to lose my mind. They would be here “on time.” What could that mean? Oh, maybe the letter could explain everything. I got it out and read it. This is what it said:
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You are an intelligent and honest man. We see it in your face. You will find a sum of money in this envelope. We lend it to you for thirty days. Come back to this house at the end of that time. I have a bet on you. If I win the bet, you will have any gift you like.
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No signature, no address, no date. You know what it is all about, because I told you at the beginning. But I did not have any idea about what was going on. It was just a deep, dark puzzle to me.
I went into a park and sat down to think about it. At the end of an hour, I still had no idea. Maybe those men were good or bad; no way to decide that - let it go. They had a game or a plan; no way to determine that - let it go. There was a bet on me; no way to find out what it was - let it go.
I could go and ask the Bank of England; but they would put me in jail. I had to carry the money with me until those men came back. It was useless to me, but I had to take care of it.
I thought a lot about the matter. Perhaps I could help the gentleman win the bet. I would get a good salary then; but I had to wait for a month. I started to walk along the streets again. I saw a tailor shop. The clothes looked really nice. Could I afford them? No. I had nothing in the world.
I only had a million pounds.
I forced myself to go on, but soon I went back to the shop. There was a customer inside, so
I waited. Then, the tailor’s assistant took me into the back room. I looked at the suits there, and
I chose one. I put it on, but it didn’t fit. Anyway, it was new.
“I’d like to buy this suit,” I said. “But could you wait for some days to get the money. I haven’t got any change with me.”
“Oh, you haven’t?” said the man. “Well, I didn’t expect it. I thought a gentleman like you would carry change.”
“You shouldn’t judge anyone by their clothes. I can pay for this suit. I don’t want to give you trouble with a large note.”
I showed the note to him.
“Oh, very well,” he said. “I apologise.”
The man stood there holding the bill. The tailor came and asked:
“Well, what’s up? What are you waiting for?”
“I’m waiting for my change,” I said.
“Tod, get him his change,” he said to his assistant.
“Get him his change!” said Tod. “It’s easy to say, sir; but look at the bill yourself.”
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The tailor looked and gave a low whistle.
“You can’t sell this suit to a millionaire, Tod! Oh, I’m sorry, sir, Tod is always like this. He always drives every millionaire away from this place. Please get those things off, sir, and throw them in the fire. Please put on this shirt and this suit. These trousers and this waistcoat are also perfect for you.”
I did what the tailor said.
“Look at that, now,” he said. “Perfect!”
“I am satisfied with this suit, too,” I said.
“Quite right, sir. Tod, get a book and a pen. Write down the measurements of this gentleman.”
When I got a chance, I said: “But, my dear sir, I can’t give these orders. You have to wait indefinitely, or change the bill.”
“Indefinitely! It’s such a weak word, sir. Tod, send these things to the gentleman’s address. Don’t waste time. Let the other customers wait.”
“I’m changing my address,” I said. “I will come and leave it to the new address.”
“Quite right, sir, quite right. One moment - let me show you out, sir. Good day, sir, good day.”
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Within a week, I got all sorts of luxury things, and I was staying at an expensive hotel in Hanover Square. I had my dinners there, but for breakfast I went to the eating house. You might remember,
I got my first meal on my million-pound bill.
I was soon in the newspapers. They called me “vest-pocket million-pounder.” They wrote about what I was doing. At first I was at the bottom of gossip columns, but I reached the headlines soon. They even made caricatures of me!
About the tenth day of my fame, I went to meet the American minister. He welcomed me warmly. We talked for a while, and it turned out that he and my father were schoolmates. He also invited me to his house for dinner, and I accepted, of course. I wanted to be close to him because he might save me from this trouble.
It was a lovely dinner party of fourteen. There was an English girl, Portia Langham, at dinner.
I fell in love with her in two minutes, and she did with me. The servant announced a new guest:
“Mr. Lloyd Hastings.”
Hastings came into the room and looked directly at me. He came to talk to me:
“I beg your pardon, sir, I thought I knew you.”
“You know me, sir.”
“No! Are you the - the - ?”
“Vest-pocket monster? I am. Don’t be afraid to call me by my nickname.”
“Well, well, this is a surprise. I saw your name in the newspapers, but I never thought you were that Henry Adams, the clerk of Blake Hopkins. Do you remember we went to the Miners’ restaurant three months ago?”
“No, it was the What Cheer.”
“Right, it was the What Cheer. So, why are you here in England?”
“Oh, just an accident. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it, but not now.”
“When?”
“The end of this month.”
“Oh, more than fifteen days. Make it a week. I can’t wait that long.”
“I can’t. You’ll know why. How is your work?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“But you must. Tell me all about it later.”
“Oh, are you serious?”
“Yes, I want to hear the whole story, every word.”
“I’m so grateful! Somebody wants to listen to me.”
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Then, we all went to the dining room. Miss Langham and I had a lovely time. I told her that I loved her. I also told her that I did not have a cent in the world, and that I just had the
million-pound note. I told her the whole story, and she laughed a lot.
All the way home I was walking on air. Hastings was talking, but I did not hear a word. We decided to have some coffee before going home.
“So, Hastings, tell me about your story,” I said.
“Henry, I told you everything on the way.”
“Oh, sorry, I did not hear a word. I fell in love with the most beautiful girl in the world. I was thinking about her.”
Hastings was a patient man. He told his story all over again.
“I came to England because I thought it was a good opportunity. I had an ‘option’ to sell the Gould and Curry Extension for the locators. I worked hard. I spent all my money on this job. Oh, Henry, you can save me! You are the only man that can save me! Will you do it?”
“Tell me how.”
“Give me a million for my ‘option’. Don’t refuse it!”
I thought for a while.
“I will save you, Lloyd,” I said at last.
“Oh, thank you!”
“Let me finish, Lloyd. I will save you, but not in that way. I know all about mines. You can sell stock in fifteen days for three million cash. You can use my name freely. We’ll divide and share the money.”
“I may use your name! Your name! People will fight for that stock! I’ll never forget you as long as I live.”
People in London went crazy for the stock in less than twenty-four hours. I just sat at home and talked to all the comers:
“Yes, I told him to use my name. Yes, I know the man. I know the mine.”
In the meantime, I spent all my evenings with Portia at the minister’s house. I didn’t say a word to her about the mine. I saved it for a surprise.
When the month was over, I had a million dollars in the London and County Bank. Hastings had the same amount.
I went to the brothers’ house with Portia. The same servant opened the door. We went into the room, and the gentlemen were surprised to see us.
“It’s all right, gentlemen; she is my future wife.”
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I introduced them to her. They seated us, and they were very polite.
“Gentlemen, I am ready to report.”
“We are glad to hear it,” said one of the brothers. “Did my brother Abel or I win? Have you got the million-pound note?”
“Here it is, sir,” I said, and I gave the note to him.
“I’ve won!” he shouted. “Now, what do you say, brother?”
“I say he survived,” said Abel. “And I’ve lost twenty thousand pounds.”
“And I have made more money,” I said.
“This is surprising!” said the other brother. “And I have to give you the gift, I promised.”
“Well, I really don’t want one. I’m already happy. Thank you.”
At that moment, Portia walked to the man and put her arm round his neck. Then, the two old gentlemen started laughing.
“Papa, I told you,” said Portia. “He won’t accept anything.”
“My darling! Is that your father?”
“Yes, he is my dearest step-father. Remember I laughed a lot when you told me your story at the minister’s dinner. I knew about their plan.”
Of course! I quickly turned to the old gentleman.
“Oh, my dearest sir,” I said. “I want a gift now.”
“What is it?”
“Accept me as your son-in-law.”
“Well, well, well!”
“Oh, please, I beg you!”
“Oh, well, all right.”
There are no words to describe my happiness. When London heard the story, it had a good time talking about my one-month adventure.
My Portia’s father took the banknote to the Bank of England and cashed it. Then, the Bank cancelled it and gave it as a present to him. He gave it to us on our wedding day. It is now in its frame on the wall of our house.
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    var reading = false, keepClosed = false;
    hit.addEventListener('click', function () { if (reading) keepClosed = true; });
    tab.addEventListener('click', function () { keepClosed = false; });
    if (window.MutationObserver) {
      var mo = new MutationObserver(function () {
        var now = false;
        each(function (f) { if (f.getElementsByClassName(ACTIVE).length) now = true; });
        if (now && !reading && !keepClosed && fold.classList.contains('pt-collapsed')) expand();
        if (!now && reading) keepClosed = false;
        reading = now;
      });
      each(function (f) { mo.observe(f, { subtree: true, attributes: true, attributeFilter: ['class'] }); });
    }
  }
  function run() {
    var panels = document.querySelectorAll('.pt-panel:not(.pt-extra)');
    if (!panels.length || document.querySelector('.pt-hit')) return;
    css();
    for (var i = 0; i < panels.length; i++) setup(panels[i].parentNode, panels[i]);
  }
  if (document.readyState === 'loading') document.addEventListener('DOMContentLoaded', run); else run();
})();
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