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3,000 Years Among the Microbes is an unpublished work by Mark Twain written in the 
summer of  1905.  Twain’s ingenious satirical story presents parallels between the lives of  
humans and the microbes living in his imagined world.  Twain pokes fun at religious beliefs, 
the hierarchies of  the world, and the selfishness of  the common man.

In this story a man named Huck is changed into a cholera microbe and lives inside the 
body of  a poor old tramp named Blitzowski.  Huck lives among his fellow microbes, who call 
themselves “sooflaskies,” for three thousand years, microbe time.  This is three weeks in 
“World” or human time.  Huck encounters characters such as “Catherine of  Aragon,” who 
teach him about microbial social standards and religious philosophies.  He argues with them 
about the concept of  the afterlife and about the nature of  the Moral Sense.

Huck also comes to realize, with the help of  a member of  the microbe Nobles, the Duke, 
that even microbes have microbes of  their own, called “swinks.”  He learns from the Duke 
that the bad reputation of  swinks (like that of  World microbes) as only being responsible for 
disease, is undeserved.  Swinks are also responsible for the functioning of  the microbe world 
and for important microbe-based industries, including the manufacture of  butter, fermented 
beverages, bread, linen, and tobacco.  Huck knew of  these things because, as a man, he had 
studied under the famous H. W. Conn.  Twain about microbes by reading Professor Conn’s 
book The Story of  Germ Life. 

3,000 Years Among the Microbes



Herbert W. Conn was born in 1859 in Fitchburg, Massachusetts.  He was a brilliant scientist who was 
always deeply immersed in his work and research.  He received his Bachelors degree from Boston 
University in 1881.  He received a Ph.D. in Zoology from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore in 1884 
where he studied evolution, a new area of  science at the time.  He did not study bacteriology, though he 
went on to be one of  the premier microbiologists of  his time.

The 1880’s saw the flowering of  the new science of  Bacteriology with the research of  Louis Pasteur in 
France (namesake of  pasteurization) and Robert Koch in Germany, known for developing tests to prove 
that specific bacteria cause specific diseases.  He took a teaching post at Wesleyan University in 
Middletown, Connecticut where he became known as an inspiring teacher of  biology and lecturer in 
evolution.

Conn was a well-known public figure.  His research at the Connecticut Agricultural Experimental 
Station on improving traditional butter and cheese manufacturing by amending natural populations with 
pure cultures lead to his creation of  a butter bacteriology exhibit at the 1893 Chicago World's Fair.  
Although Conn’s work was primarily in agricultural bacteriology, he later gained fame in public health 
microbiology, particularly in the nationwide drive to require milk pasteurization to prevent the deaths of  
children.

Conn believed that the public needed to know that microbes play essential roles in their lives.  He was a 
prolific author of  books and articles about microbes and gave numerous public lectures on 
microbiological topics.  First published in 1897, The Story of  Germ Life was among his most popular books.

Information from “H. W. Conn, A Religious Scientist at this turn of  the Century” by his son, H. J. Conn, 1947 

Who is Herbert W. Conn?



Mark Twain Herbert W. Conn



Twain was interested in science and technology, 
from the latest in electricity to Darwin’s new theory.

Twain in the laboratory of  Nikola Tesla, 
pioneer of  electric technology (1894).

Cartoon from Life magazine, March 22, 1883

“It now seems plain to me that that theory 
ought to be vacated in favor of  a new and 
truer one… the Descent of  Man from the 
Higher Animals.”
Mark Twain, “Then Lowest Animal”



“There is something fascinating 
about science. One gets such 
wholesale returns of  conjecture 
out of  such a trifling investment 
of  fact.”
Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi



Spoiled milk was a serious public health problem in 
Conn and Twain’s time.

Conn worked to inform the public of  the 
problem and advocated for mandatory 
pasteurization of  milk.   He met 
resistance from farmers as seen in this 
newspaper report.



Swat the Fly
In the early 1900’s a campaign to eradicate flies from homes 

and barns spread across the US and Canada.

Newspapers sponsored contests for children to bring in 
flies, with prizes for the most flies.

This boy is holding 
a box containing 
451,500 flies!

The buckets of  flies 
children brought in 
in a single day.



Conn was a widely acclaimed public speaker 
in southern New England and New York.

Conn frequently spoke about 
the importance of  microbes 
in agriculture and industry.  
He tried to convince the 
public that most microbes 
are harmless.

Article from May 2, 1915 Hartford Courant



Conn wrote a series of  articles in a rural newspaper as 
a “Reading Course” to educate farmers about the 
importance of  microbes to agriculture.
This was a 1907 version of  an on-line course!



"I dreamed that the visible universe is 
the physical person of  God; that the 
vast worlds that we see twinkling 
millions of  miles apart in the fields of  
space are the blood-corpuscles in His 
veins; and that we and the other 
creatures are the microbes that charge 
with multitudinous life the 
corpuscles.”
Mark Twain discussing a dream with a missionary from India in “Following the 
Equator,” 1898



Conn wrote several books and articles explaining the 
latest research on evolution.  The details of  how 

natural selection works were hotly debated at the time, 
but the fact of  evolution was accepted by scientists.



Twain decried the rampant imperialism of  his day.

Twain is portrayed here in a 
1901 Life magazine cartoon 
as the Lion of  Saint Mark 
after his speech at Saint 
Mark’s condemning 
American imperialism in the 
Philippines.

“I am an anti-imperialist.  I am 
opposed to having the eagle put its 
talons on any other land.”
Mark Twain, New York Herald, October 15, 
1900



Regarding the spreading of  “civilization” in Twain’s microbe 
world by monarchies conquering other nations:

"In honor of  this good work many 
of  our microbe nations have come to 
speak of  pus and civilization as 
being substantially the same thing.”

Huck in Mark Twain’s “3000 Years Among the Microbes”



The Clemens family home in Hartford, CT
1872-1891



Map from Archives & Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center, University of  Connecticut

Map of  the Connecticut Agricultural College, 1920



Conn arrived at the 
Willimantic station 
(right, circa 1909).  
From there he took a 9-
mile carriage ride to 
the Storrs Agricultural 
Station, often with his 
fellow scientist, Dr. 
Wilbur Atwater.

Images from www.past-inc.org and freepages.history.rootsweb.ancestry.com

Conn took a train, sometimes weekly, the 
30 miles from Middletown to Willimantic, 
Connecticut on the Air Line using trains 
such as the White Train (left).  That Line 
was so named because it was the shortest 
distance “as the crow flies” from New 
York City to Boston.



From left, Grove Cottage, Gold Hall, Old Main, Chemistry Lab, and the Storrs Agricultural 
Experiment Station (location of  H. W. Conn’s laboratories).

Buildings on the campus of  the
Connecticut Agricultural College, 1890's

From Archives & Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center, University of  Connecticut



From Archives & 
Special Collections at 
the Thomas J. Dodd 
Research Center, 
Univ. of  Connecticut

A Bacteriology student 
at the Connecticut 

Agricultural College 
featured in the 1904 

Bulletin to promote the 
new Bacteriology 

Department founded by 
H. W. Conn in 1902.



A bacteriology teaching laboratory at the Storrs Agricultural 
College at the turn of  the 20th century

Photo provided by Archives & Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center, Storrs, CT 





Interior view of  
the US Dept. of  

Agriculture 
building at the 
1893 Chicago 
World’s Fair.

Conn’s dairy 
bacteriology 
exhibit showing 
butter making 
microbes was in 
this building.



Conn’s exhibit displayed 40 cultures of  his 
bacteria and demonstrated their effects on 
butter production.  The exhibit was 
displayed in an upright case that held 40 
large test tubes, each showing the effect of  a 
pure culture growing in milk.  In particular, 
Conn showcased two bacteria: sample #2 
was a bacterium that gave cream the best 
flavor while sample #16 was a bacterium 
that created a putrid, sickening cream.  
Conn’s display attracted much public 
attention and descriptions of  the exhibit 
were covered in several Chicago newspapers. 

Floor plan of  the Agricultural Building at the Chicago World’s Columbia 
Exhibition showing the location of  Conn’s exhibit



Conn’s Illustrations of  Dairy Bacteria
From H. W. CONN’S The Story of  Germ Life, 1897



H. W. Conn’s Columbian 
Exhibition exhibit as described 
in the Hartford Daily Courant
April 15, 1893



Conn co-founded the Society of  American Bacteriologists, 1899.

“Three gentlemen: Prof. H. W. Conn, Prof. E. O. Jordan, and Prof. 
A. C. Abbott, at a meeting of  American Naturalists in New York in 
1898 determined…to bring them together for the purpose of  
organization at the meeting of  Naturalists to be held in 1899.”

Conn’s mother predicted his ambitions:
“(Conn’s) mother once told him that he 
never waited for things to turn up; he 
turned them up himself.”
From an unpublished biography written by his son, Harold J. Conn, 1944



Did Twain and Conn ever meet?
We do not know.  Twain left Hartford 7 years after Conn came to 
Middletown and returned to Connecticut in 1908 and died there in 
1910.  Twain socialized with a wealthier crowd than a Wesleyan 
professor could afford.  They knew of  one another’s works.  
Perhaps they met at a speaking engagement.  We may never know.



"The globe is a living creature, 
and the little stinking human race 
and the other animals are the 
vermin that infest it—the 
microbes.”

Mark Twain, from his 1897 notebook



Twain spent the summer of  1905 at the New Hampshire home of  a 
friend and during that stay began to pen the story 3,000 Years among 
the Microbes.  Twain began writing his story on May 20, 1905.  He 
initially expressed excitement about the work, telling his publisher in 
early June, “I am deep in a new book which I enjoy more than I 
have enjoyed any other for twenty years and I hope it will take me 
the entire summer to write it.”  He took a break for a day on June 5, 
the first anniversary of  the death of  his wife, Livy.  He resumed his 
work on the story, writing over 100,000 words until he stopped on 
June 23.  Scattered notes about and brief  additions to the story can 
be found in his notes in later years, but the story remained 
unpublished.  It first came to print in 1967 in a compilation of  his 
writings called Mark Twain’s Which Was the Dream? and Other Symbolic 
Writings of  His Later Years by John S. Tuckey. 

Twain writes 3,000 Years Among the 
Microbes



Manuscript page from Mark Twain’s 3,000 Years Among the 
Microbes

Image courtesy of  the Mark Twain Project, The Bancroft Library, University of  California, Berkeley



Manuscript page from Mark Twain’s 3,000 Years Among the 
Microbes

H. W. Conn is mentioned on this page

Image courtesy of  the Mark Twain Project, The Bancroft Library, University of  California, Berkeley



Slide courtesy of  Brent Colley, Redding, CT
www.historyofredding.com/Twain-Redding.ppt

Twain spent his final years in Redding, 
Connecticut in his home called 

“Stormfield.”



"I think we are only the 
microscopic trichina concealed in 
the blood of  some vast creature's 
veins, and it is that vast creature 
that God concerns himself  about 
and not us.”

Mark Twain, from his 1884 notebook



Tributes to Herbert W. Conn
Testaments to his contributions to science, education, and public service

New York Times, April 19, 1917

Journal of  Bacteriology
September 1917

American Journal 
of  Public Health

May 1, 1917
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The Dairy Building, location of  the Bacteriology Department
Connecticut Agricultural College, 1914



General Interior of  the Agricultural Building
at the Chicago World’s Columbia Exhibition, 1893


