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The Story of a Bad Boy is to a great extent autobiographical. Thomas
Bailey Aldrich certainly did not need to lookfarto find a name for his hero,

Tom Bailey. Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where Aldrich grew up, appears
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inthe novelas Rivermouth. When Aldrich's father died in 1852, his plans

forcollege were put aside and, like Tom, he went to work.

Aldrich's bad boy is like others that Leslie Fiedler has described in Love
and Death in the American Novel: "The Good Bad Boy is, of course,
America's vision of itself, crude and unruly in his beginnings, but endowed
by his creatorwith aninstinctive sense of what is right." Americans have
always accepted, if not actually encouraged and worshipped, "badness"
inyoung men. Somehow, this is healt hy, charming. When Tom describes
himself early inthe novelas "really. .. not a cherub," the reader cansit

back and smile contentedly; who wants to hearabout a good boy?

But this boy is surprisingly good, especially considering the kind of
world he moves in. Tom, who is devoted to his horse, Gypsy, must lose
herto atraveling circus; he has been separated from his parents and is
neveragainto see his father, who dies during a cholera epidemic; his best
friend, Binny Wallace, floats away to his death as Tom and some other
boys stand helplessly onshore. Surely these are not events conducive to
good spirits, yet Tom Bailey does not dwell[End Page 63] on any of
them, and the generalmood of the novel—and of its main character—
ranges from cheerfulto ebullient. In part, this may be explained interms
of perspective: Tom Bailey writes the book as an adult, and adults, in
America, learnto overlookthe bad (how else can we explore new
frontiers?) just as little boys learn not to cry. Children are oftentold that
their childhood is the happiest part of their lives, and this seems to be
what Tom Bailey believes, eveninspite of some strong evidence to the

contrary, as he recounts the story from an adult's perspective.

The issue of perspective might also, in part, explain why Mark Twain's
Tom Sawyer, written only sevenyears later, has so farout-distanced its
predecessor, becoming an American classic while Aldrich's novelis, at
best, a minorone. When Aldrich's Tom tells us "lam, or ratherlwas," a bad
boy we feelobliged to share the mature perspective of the author. In
Tom Sawyer, we can wallow without embarrassment inthe "badness" we
love. But evenif the narrator's mature perspective tempers a little our

having fun, Aldrich's book captivates us allthe same withits vivid details



and fast pace. This effect takes hold because, unlike Captain Nutter's
sister, Miss Abigail, a t rue victim of classical conditioning who can smell
tobacco burning in an unlit pipe, Tom's responses are immediate and
honest. And, like his creator, Tom has an artist's sensitivity: pictures,
images, and brief, significant moments capture his attention. He loves
the wallpaper patterned with birds in his bedroom because it is beautiful;
"that no such bird existed didn't detract," he tells us. On his way to
Rivermouth for the first time, he is fascinated by a "shaggy yellow dog"
and "two boys fighting behind a red barn." Like William Carlos Williams'
"The Red Wheel Barrow," which suggests so much, the colors and
arrangements of this scene remain fixed in memory. He is fascinated by
SailorBen's tattoo of a mermaid because the manis the embodiment of
art,and Tom has the perceptions of anartist; he evenappreciates the
aesthetics of a signreading "Root Beer/Sold Here." In his imagination,
snow falling onthe garden gate transforms the postsinto "stately
Turks." Sailor Ben may believe that "we don't larn nothin' by experience,"
but certainly Tom would not agree: his own proper moral code pays off
and his heightened awareness transforms the commonplace into the

unusual. What we should learn from experience is...
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