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Very few people know that Mark Twain (Samuel Clemens) wrote a major work on Joan of
Arc. Still fewer know that he considered it not only his most important but also his best work.
He spent twelve years in research and many months in France doing archival work and then
made several attempts until he felt he finally had the story he wanted to tell. He reached his
conclusion about Joan’s unique place in history only after studying in detail accounts written
on both sides, the French and the English. A remarkably accurate biography of the life and
mission of Joan of Arc told by one of this country’s greatest storytellers.
  

August 23, 2020
 

Dear Parishioners:   
   

A few weeks ago, as part of my homily I recommended a little book by Mark Twain entitled The War Prayer to you.
The following Sunday, one of the greeters at SJB, Sue Zignego, came up to me before Mass and thanked me for
telling her about The War Prayer the previous week, handing me a nicely wrapped little package as she did so. I put
the package in the sacristy and proceeded on with Mass. After Mass, I took the un-opened package and went to my
office to do some work. I was just wrapping things up and preparing to leave when my eyes fell on the package sitting
on the edge of my desk. I decided to open it.

It was a paperback. At the top of the cover was the name “Mark Twain” and in the middle was the title: 
JOAN OF ARC. Underneath the title was printed: 

                     “I like Joan of Arc best of all my books; and it is the best . . .”                                                      
                                                      – Mark Twain  

I turned the book over and read these words of one of his biographers:

I was one of those who didn’t know this about Mark Twain! I blush to confess: I didn’t know much about Joan of Arc,
either. Oh, I knew she existed and was pretty sure she was burned at the stake sometime in the Middle Ages. But I’d
never read her story and had pretty much consigned her to the ranks of quasi-myth/fairy tale. (I’ve since read the multi-
page glimpse of her life as presented in Butler’s Lives of the Saints. Turns out she was very real and very much the
martyr! And Mark Twain really did do his homework; his names and dates are rock solid.) 

As I’ve mentioned before, I have this pile of books to be read, and Joan of Arc went on top of it. But I’d grown very
curious about her, so three weeks later, upon finishing the book I’d been working on, I picked up Joan of
Arc and started in. Wow!!! Twain presents the story as a memoir written by a childhood friend and companion of Joan
who serves as her scribe/secretary. It runs over 400 pages, but the story flows so well and so quickly that the pages just
seem to melt away.  

I don’t remember when I stumbled upon the fact, but it turns out that Joan was martyred on my birthday, May 30th
(which happens to be her Feast Day). Just one more reason why Joan of Arc, the person and the book, has belatedly
found a special niche in my heart!


