DOCTOR POTESTO


I had my pipe with me, and I’d brought a sack of tobacco, so I lit

up and set out. It was cold and spitting snow, but I judged what had

to be done had to be done, and I tried to amuse myself by looking

at the dry grasses along the road as I went past.


I’d put in about two hours of that, by the sun that I could see by

a glow in the clouds, when I heard a kind a rumbling behind me.

I turned and looked and seen a cloud of dust proceeding down

the road toward me. I judged there was some kind of wagon or

carriage affixed to the dust, so I stepped over to the edge of the

road to let it go by me.


But it surprised me by stopping alongside. I looked up and

seen it was a big wooden wagon, pulled by a sorry-looking piebald

mare, with
DOCTOR POTESTO
painted on the side of the wagon. The feller setting up in the

driver’s seat was a funny looking chap, dressed up like he was going

to a funeral, in a black suit with a stovepipe hat. He had long

moustaches, ending in curlicues on both sides, and his face was

pale and wrinkled. The mare looked at me with sad eyes.


The driver greeted me with “How do you do, young man?”


I said “Howdy” back at him.


“And whither are you bound?”


I didn’t know what he meant, so I just looked at him slackjawed.


“I mean, what is your destination?”


I judged he wanted to know where I was going, so I said, “I’m

headed for the Injun Territory.”


He kind of scowled at that, wrinkling up his face even more. “In

the vernacular of this benighted land,” he said, “that’s a fur piece.

My intention is for this superannuated beast to pull me as far as

Kansas City, and I would be pleased to have your company should

you be willing to join me.”


“Don’t mind iff en I do,” I said. “It beats walking.”


So he moved over on the seat, and I jined him. He shook the

reins, and we was off at the fastest pace the old nag could muster

up.


“By what appellation are you known?” he asked me.


That was another poser, so I just looked at him again.


“I mean, what is your name?”


“Huckleberry Finn.”


He repeated it like he was trying to learn it by heart, and then

said, “And I am known in the capitals of the world as Doctor Potesto.

Do you know Latin, by any chance?”


I said, “No, what’s ‘is last name?”


“Latin,” he said, “is the language of the ancient Romans. It was

the language of Caesar and Cicero, of Virgil and Ovid.”


The names didn’t mean nothing to me. I knowed a nigger once

named Caesar, that got sold down the river and his family busted

up, and there was a boy back home, a little older than me and Tom,

named Virgil Boddiger, but I judged Doctor Potesto warn’t talking

about them.


He went on, “In Latin poto, potere signifies power, ability,

capacity. Potest means ‘he is capable, he is able, he has the power

to accomplish his ends.’ My mission in life is to enhance the abilities

of every man, woman, and child on this continent to achieve their

goals.”


I said, “That sounds right grand.”


“It is, Huckleberry, it is. From time to time you will hear a clinking

sound from the wagon behind us.”


I nodded. I’d already noticed it.


“That clinking sound is made by bottles, intended to hold a

supply of an elixir which has the virtue of increasing the powers of

human beings to accomplish their hearts’ desires. In addition, it

has been known to cure the gout, rheumatism, lumbago, and other

diseases to which the flesh of man is heir. The recipe was given me

in Calcutta by a Hindu swami. I travel the highways and byways of

this great land enabling those I meet to purchase a supply of this

marvelous tonic for only fifty cents a bottle.”


“I’m sorry, Doctor Potesto,” I said, “but I ain’t got no fifty

cents.”


“I didn’t think you did, Huckleberry my lad, and it was not my

purpose in telling you this to invite you to buy a bottle yourself.

Rather, my intention was to solicit your assistance in selling it to

the multitudes.”


“Whut do you want me to do?” I asked.


“I need someone to represent the swami. The last swami I had

was a runaway slave I was helping escape, but in the last town but

one someone recognized him from his poster, and I lost him. I

had some difficulty myself in avoiding bodily harm; fortunately I

was able to urge Rosinante here” – he waved his whip at the hoss

– “to the speed she had when she was ten years younger, and we

effected our deliverance from the angry mob. I hope that you don’t

find my efforts to liberate my African friend objectionable.”


I felt a little kinder toward the doctor at that.


Him and me was the same kind of scalawag, for I’d tried to

help a runaway myself, Jim, like I told about in my book. I said,

“I done somethin’ like that myself.” And I told him about me and

Jim. I finished up by saying, “I know I done wrong, but somehow 

I cain’t feel sorry for it.”


He flashed me a broad smile under his moustaches. “I’m pleased

to meet a fellow Abolitionist here in the moral and intellectual

quagmire of Missouri.” He put out his hand for me to shake; and,

even though I didn’t like being called an Abolitionist, not knowing

for sartin what one was, I shook it. “Will you assist me?”


“How?”


“When I make my presentation to the crowd, I like to have the

swami on the stage beside me. You, my friend Huckleberry, will be

the swami.”


“I ain’t never been no swami before. What do I have to do?”


“Just sit there and look wise. I was able to preserve from the mob

the raiments which my last swami wore. When we approach the

next town, I’ll get them out and adorn you with them. Fortunately,

your skin has been bronzed enough by the sun that I think you’ll

pass. How old are you, Huckleberry?”


I added on five years to make it seem like I was old enuff to be

a swami.


“You’re a little small for your age, but I think the garb will fit you.

In the meantime, the sun has reached its meridian, and I propose

we stop here on the roadside for lunch. Will you join me?”


I said, “You bet.”


He pulled on the right rein and got Rosinante over on the grass.

The snow had stopped by that time, so it was just like a little powder

skifted over everything. The mare was happy enuff to rest and

started cropping the grass without waiting for no invite. We got

down off the wagon, and the doctor spread out a blanket for us

to sit on. Then he opened up a door in the side of the wagon

and got out some kindling wood, a skillet, a fork, a loaf of bread,

and a string of big fat link sausages. Even though I’d had a good

breakfast, the look of them sausages made my stomach pull tight

inside. The doctor pulled out a Barlow knife, cut off four sausages,

and put them in the pan, which he set aside on the grass. Then he

got out some lucifers from his coat pocket and coaxed a fi re out of

the kindling. Once it got to roaring, he started vibrating the pan

over it so as to roll the sausages over and back and get them done

through.


“Have you ever consumed knackwurst?” he asked me.


“Is thet whut them sausages is?” I asked.


“The same.”


“No, I never eat nothin’ like that.”


“You are in for a treat, my boy,” he said. “I conceive of the Norse

deities sitting around in their Valhalla nibbling knackwurst, for this

is truly food fit for the gods.”


That didn’t make much more sense to me than a lot of what

the doctor said, so I just kept my peace and looked at the sausages

getting browner first on one side and then the other. Finally the

doctor said they was done, laid the skillet on the grass, cut two slabs

of bread off the loaf with the Barlow knife, and used the fork to lay a

sausage on each slab. He showed me how to kind a wrap the bread

around the sausage to hold it, and then I bit in. Well, that sausage

just shot out its hot juices into my mouth, and whatever the doctor

had said about it, I had to admit that was as good to eat as I’d ever

had in all my born days.


After dinner we went through a passel of little villages that the

doctor said was too minus cool for us to bother with, and then we

come to Moberly, which was the county seat. We stopped outside

of town at a little crick that Rosinante enjoyed, and commenced to

make the preparations for our show. The doctor brought out of his

wagon a couple dozen bottles to fill with his elixir. The first thing

we done was pour each one about a quarter full out of a whisky

bottle; then we put in a little sugar and ground sassafras bark; and

last we fi lled up the rest with branch water, corked it, and put on a

gummed label that read
DOCTOR POTESTO’S

FAMOUS ELIXIR
The Receipt for Which Was Given

to the Doctor by Swami Harivananda

of Bangalore, India
ENABLING THE TAKER

TO OVERCOME OBSTACLES
Such as Gout, Pleurisy, Lumbago,

Arthritis, Neuralgia, Similar Diseases
PREVENTING FULFILLMENT

ONE’S DESIRES

Shake Before Using

After that, we had our supper, some beef jerky the doctor found

in the wagon. Then he got out my costume. The pants warn’t really

pants at all, they was a thing kind a like a baby’s clout. The doctor

had me roll up my real pants so they wouldn’t show, and then he

wrapped my bottom half up in this thing, ending with a kind of flap

that hung down in front. The color was a real purty blue. The jacket

was white, and it buttoned up all the way to my neck. It was a tad

big for me, like he’d said, but he used some pins in the back to make

it look all right. Then he hung a sash over one shoulder. Lastly he

wrapped this towel that he called a turban around my head, and I

was dressed. He stepped back and looked at me. “You’re somewhat

juvescent for a swami,” he declared, “but you’ll have to do. Just

remember, don’t say anything. Leave the talking to me.”


“Don’t worry for that,” I told him. “I wouldn’t know what to say,

nohow.”


So we pulled Rosinante up out of the creek, got her back into the

traces, got up on the driver’s seat, and proceeded into Moberly.

By this time the sun was making the shadows stretch out. We

took a couple of turns round the courthouse square to attract

attention, and then the doctor got down and opened up the wagon

to turn it into a kind a stage. He unfolded a cheer for me to set on,

and I just set there and crossed my arms and tried to look wise.

By this time a crowd had started to gather, standing all bundled

up in the snow. The doctor unfolded a table and then set the

bottles we’d filled that afternoon on it. He walked back and forth

on the stage a little, while the crowd was growing, and when he

thought he had enuff people he harrumphed real loud and then

commenced to talk:


“Ladies and gentlemen! I am the famous Doctor Potesto, known

to all the crowned heads of Europe, Asia, and Africa; and this” –

pointing to me – “is my spiritual adviser, the Swami Harivananda of

Bangalore, India, who has entrusted to me the secrets of attaining

the heart’s desire. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, attaining the heart’s

desire.


“You, sir” – pointing to one of the men – “I can see from the very

outlines of your physiognomy that you have the capacity for great

achievement. You are a born leader of men. You have talents that

you have never used because you have never even known that you

have them.”


A voice from the crowd said, “Aw, doctor, he jest has a dry goods

store.”


“Exactly my point!” the doctor crowed. “Thank you for making it

for me. He has been held back from accomplishing the great things

of which he is capable. Let us examine the reasons why. Sir, I notice

that you are holding yourself somewhat stiff . Are you troubled with

back pains?”


“Why, yes, I am,” the dry goods man said.


“Aha! This bears out the great principle that was taught me by

my spiritual adviser, the Swami Harivananda.” He nodded in my

direction, and I nodded back. “The great secret, my friends, is the

interrelationship between the mind and the body. The mind and

the body. Each affects the other. You, madam” – he pointed out an

elderly woman dressed in black – “let me ask you. Have you had

some loss in your life, some cause for grief?”


The woman nodded.


Another man in the audience hollered out, “Her son died last

month.”


“How terribly sad,” the doctor said. “Madam, I crave your pardon

for intruding on your grief. May I ask you, madam, since the tragedy

has your health been as good as previously?”


She shook her head.


“Of course it hasn’t! How could it have been? The unhappiness

in her mind was bound to have an effect on her body! And I doubt

not that many of my listeners this evening have had the same

experience! Many of you I’m sure have felt some great emotion in

your mind that has affected the operations of your body.”


Heads were nodding in the crowd.


“The great discovery of the Swami Harivananda is that the
body also affects the mind. The Swami discovered that great

accomplishments can be possible only when the mind of the

person believes in himself, believes that he has the ability to reach

the goals he has set for himself. And that belief can be sapped,

sapped I say, when the physical apparatus of the body is weakened

by a disease or illness. It is as if the aches and pains that flesh is

heir to, my friends, draw strength from your mind. It is as if instead

of concentrating on the great goals of your life, your attention

becomes captured by something so mundane as” – he paused

dramatically – “back pain!


“And that is why, my friends, the Swami devoted his life to

developing an elixir that would ease pain! No matter what your

pain might be – gout, lumbago, neuralgia, arthritis – and no matter

where that pain might manifest itself – from your neck down

through your body, to the shoulders, to the arms, to the hands and

fi ngers, to the back, to the hips, to the legs, to the knees, down to

the very toes of your feet – this great elixir will banish pain! And

when your pain is gone, my friends, then the greatest obstacle to

your achieving your heart’s desire will also be gone!


“You might think, my friends, that an elixir that can do this

would sell for five dollars a bottle. But no, I am not offering it to

you for five dollars a bottle, not three dollars, not two dollars, not

even one dollar a bottle! The Swami has insisted to me that this

marvelous elixir be priced so that it is within the reach of everyone

who needs it. And so he has ordered me to set the price at a mere

fifty cents a bottle. Fifty cents – half a dollar, four bits – for an elixir

that will make it possible for you to achieve your heart’s desire! In

fact, the Swami would offer it to you free, were it not for the price

of the costly ingredients.


“So, ladies and gentlemen, step right up, and I will distribute

these bottles to you on receipt of the required amount.”


Well, sir, them bottles went out like they was pure gold. Some

took two, and one man took four. And ever time the doctor took

somebody’s money and put it in his inside coat pocket, he said,

“Thank you, sir” – or, of course, madam, if it was a woman – “and may

this marvelous elixir enable you to achieve your heart’s desire.”


When the bottles was all sold, I got down off the stage, the

professor folded everything back up again, and we lit out into the

darkness.


We was well out into the countryside before the professor let

Rosinante rest. He got down and laid out a pallet for me and one for

him; he took off all his clothes except his drawers, and I took off the

swami outfit; and we wrapped ourselves in blankets and lay down

on the pallets under the stars, which had come out after the snow

stopped. It was cold enuff to freeze running water, but we was so

tired that we didn’t mind.


And he had real straw ticks for his pallets, not corn husks, 

so they was comfortable enuff.


“Huckleberry, my boy,” the doctor said to me before we went

to sleep, “there is much truth in what I told those yokels. You can

do almost anything if you merely have the confidence that you can

do it. And if that mixture of whiskey and branch water gives them

the confidence they need, it will in truth work the magic I claimed

for it.”


I didn’t say nothing, but the words stuck in my mind, and I

thought of them often in the years to come.


Well, sir, that’s the way things went all the way across Missouri,

going from county seat to county seat, till we come to Liberty.


Doctor Potesto had just got started when a voice from the crowd

said, “Hey, that ain’t no doctor. That there’s Herman Bingham, that

done time in the Ioway pen up at Fort Madison for con games. I

was a guard there.”


“You must be under a misapprehension,” the doctor said, cool

as could be.


“Naw,” the man said, moving forward through the crowd. “Jest

look at his pale skin. That’s from bein’ inside of a cell fer so long. And

I’ll bet that other monkey ain’t no Swami Havabanana, neither.”


People was starting to mutter, and I was getting powful

narvous.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the doctor said, “I regret this

interruption from this poor, deluded man.”


And he tried to go on with his talk, but a egg come a-sailing out

from the audience and spattered on the doctor’s suit. One come in

my direction, but I decided to vacate the premises and didn’t wait

to see where it hit. I jumped off the wagon and took off running like

my tail was on fire. Behind me I heard the doctor whip up Rosinante

and people screaming and yelling to get out of his way. I looked

back, and I seen what looked like a torchlight procession coming

out of town. It looked like them citizens was fixing to hold some

kind of celebration in our honor, but I didn’t want to stick around

to find out.


I didn’t stop till I was sure nobody was after me, then I shucked

off my swami suit, rolled down my pants legs, and started off down

the road, carrying the swami outfi t in case it come in handy. I lit

up my pipe to keep me company. I walked till I got tired, then I

wrapped up in the swami clothes good as I could, to keep myself

as warm as they’d make me, and lay down to sleep along the side

of the road. I was so cold I like to froze, but there warn’t nothing

to do about it, and fi nally I got to sleep. I woke up in the morning

to sunlight and mud where the snow had melted. I knowed I was

getting close to Kansas City, and I was eager to see it. I’d never

seen a big city before, cept Saint Louis that Jim and me went by

one night on the raft.
