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    Plainspoken wit cuts through vanity to expose the sturdy, comic truths of everyday life. Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings, by Josh Billings (the pen name of Henry Wheeler Shaw), gathers a trove of aphorisms, maxims, and brief sketches that made him one of the distinctive voices in nineteenth-century American humor. Composed in a deliberately phonetic, vernacular style, the pieces deliver sly observations about human nature, work, money, and common sense. First dispersed in newspapers and on the lecture circuit before being collected in book form in the 1860s–1870s, these sayings offer an accessible doorway into the era’s popular wit while retaining a brisk, contemporary bite.

Situated at the crossroads of epigrammatic wisdom literature and comic sketch, the book belongs to the tradition of American vernacular humor that flourished in the United States during the mid- to late nineteenth century. Its “setting” is not a fixed locale so much as the shared routines of farms, shops, parlors, and streets—spaces where practical judgment meets social pretense. Publication emerged from a culture of newspaper columns and lyceum lectures, and the collection reflects that modular origin: each entry stands alone yet harmonizes with the rest. Reading it reconstructs a media landscape powered by short forms, oral delivery, and quick, portable insights.

Rather than a continuous narrative, the book presents a mosaic of brief passages that invite dipping in and out, a rhythm that suits both casual browsing and reflective rereading. The voice is that of a shrewd, good-natured observer whose mock-naïf perspective makes room for both kindness and critique. The mood ranges from genial to tart, but the throughline is a steady confidence in practical wisdom. Expect compact turns of thought, surprising inversions, and a cadence that feels conversational even on the page. The experience is akin to sharing a fireside conversation with a neighbor who always has the last, best line.

Billings’s signature device is orthographic play: intentional misspellings and phonetic spellings that reproduce a rustic American dialect, sharpening both timing and tone. The skewed spellings cue readers to hear the sentences as much as read them, turning each aphorism into a tiny performance. He pairs this with compact antitheses, wry definitions, and comparisons that flip conventional proverbs inside out. The persona—plainspoken, skeptical, and sly—invites complicity while keeping a critical distance from cant. The style’s friction between sound and sense is purposeful: it nudges readers to pause, reconsider a familiar idea, and discover that common knowledge may not be the same as common sense.

Across the collection, recurring themes include the limits of expertise, the seductions of fashion, the ethics of labor, and the endearing predictability of human folly. Pride, self-deception, and gullibility come in for gentle but persistent scrutiny, as do shortcuts that promise more than they deliver. Counterweights appear in praise of steadiness, moderation, and patience. The humor is never merely derisive; it leans on sympathy for ordinary missteps even as it insists that consequences follow choices. The result is a quietly democratic moral outlook that values self-reliance without sentimentality and offers a steady reminder that wit can serve as a tool for clear seeing.

Contemporary readers may be struck by how readily these compact sayings map onto today’s appetite for short-form insight. The bite-sized structure anticipates the rhythms of headlines, feeds, and timelines, yet it asks for an attention that goes beyond scrolling, rewarding slow reading and rereading. As a historical artifact, the book also reveals how regional voices and period conventions were stylized for broad audiences; approaching the dialect as a crafted literary choice clarifies its purpose in shaping character and argument. Its core questions—how to sift signal from noise, how to keep one’s balance amid fads—remain as current as ever.

Approached as both literature and social document, Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings offers a compact primer in the uses of humor for thinking clearly. It can be read straight through or sampled a page at a time; either way, the cumulative effect is steadying rather than showy. Readers interested in nineteenth-century American letters will find a lively complement to the period’s essays and sketches, while general readers will encounter a voice whose brevity conceals durable insight. Let its rustic cadence slow the eye, let the reversals do their work, and the book’s plainspoken intelligence will meet you halfway.
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    Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings is a nineteenth-century compilation of aphorisms, comic essays, and brief sketches by the American humorist Josh Billings (Henry Wheeler Shaw). Written in a deliberately phonetic, vernacular style, the book brings together observations on everyday life, character, and conduct. Its pieces are short and self-contained, arranged to be read in sequence or sampled individually. The collection presents practical maxims, humorous definitions, and rustic reflections that emphasize experience over theory. Throughout, Billings employs eye-dialect as a consistent stylistic device, using it to convey a colloquial voice and to frame his recurring subjects: human nature, common sense, social pretension, and the ordinary situations of work and home.

The opening sections introduce the pattern of compact proverbs and “sayings,” offering concise statements about truth, ignorance, vanity, friendship, and thrift. These entries are arranged in clusters, each turning a familiar notion slightly to expose a practical conclusion. The diction remains plain, the rhythm brisk, and the tone matter-of-fact, with paradox and reversal used to highlight limits of book learning and the value of tried experience. This early emphasis establishes the volume’s method: brief, memorable lines that set expectations for later, longer pieces, while sketching the book’s core concerns with self-knowledge, restraint, and the steady habits that govern daily life.

From these aphorisms, the book moves into short essays on personal relations—courtship, marriage, and domestic economy—treated through anecdotes and compact counsel. Billings treats affection, compatibility, and household management as subjects for practical advice, often contrasting youthful impulse with settled habit. He considers the costs of hasty promises, the tests of patience within families, and the persistence of small habits in shaping comfort and trust. The dialect underscores the plainspoken stance of the narrator, while the arrangement of topics proceeds from private attachment to shared responsibilities, linking individual choices to routine consequences without extended narrative, yet preserving a sense of development across entries.

A prominent set of pieces addresses animals and farm life, using familiar creatures as mirrors for human traits. Essays on the mule, the dog, the horse, and the rooster illustrate stubbornness, loyalty, endurance, and bravado. These sketches gather keen observations of behavior into moral inferences, translating rural experience into general lessons. The mule’s persistence, the dog’s fidelity, and the horse’s steadiness serve as practical benchmarks for judgment. The tone remains descriptive rather than sentimental, and the examples arrive in brief sequences that accumulate force. By placing these animal portraits after domestic themes, the book extends its movement from household scenes to the broader rhythms of work and nature.

Subsequent entries examine work, ambition, and learning. Billings distinguishes between knowledge gained from books and knowledge tested by use, returning to the theme that results verify theory. He discusses the discipline of saving, the caution required in debt, the habits that support competence, and the risks of sudden prosperity. Essays on education and self-improvement emphasize practice, steady application, and patience in failure. The sayings within these sections are framed as reminders rather than rules, often balancing one assertion with another to reflect mixed conditions. The sequence continues the book’s progression outward, linking personal aims to the marketplace, shop, and field where intentions meet circumstance.

The collection then widens to society and public life, touching on politics, reform, religion, and law. Billings remarks on office-seekers, speech-making, and public promises, presenting portraits of ambition tempered by the routines of governance. Observations on sectarian quarrels and visible piety stress consistency between profession and practice, with emphasis on charity in judgment. Discussions of reform highlight the difference between zeal and method. These topics appear in alternating runs of epigrams and brief essays, reflecting the miscellany’s pattern. The dialect remains constant, flattening ornate language and keeping attention on behavior rather than doctrine, while the placement after work and learning underscores their practical stakes.

Formal variety is a hallmark of the middle chapters. Alongside proverbs and essays, the book includes mock lectures, comic definitions, dialogues, and almanac-style notes. The mock lectures adopt a stage voice to list rules for conduct; the definitions compress satire into single lines; the dialogues present opposing types; and the almanac entries combine forecasts with homely cautions tied to seasons and chores. These changes in form sustain pace while repeating central concerns. Arrangement within these pages remains modular: short clusters grouped by theme and approach, returning periodically to the quick cadence of sayings before resuming extended observations on manners, bargaining, hospitality, and small-town sociability.

Later sections gather additional maxims that revisit the earlier themes in denser sequences. Topics such as reputation and character, caution and courage, and contentment and aspiration are balanced in paired statements that test each other. Brief sketches note travel, weather, and the incidents that mark ordinary weeks, integrating them with reminders about moderation, sincerity, and timely silence. The cumulative effect is a summary of the book’s counsel: rely on tested experience, distrust display, and keep proportion between means and ends. This portion functions as a recapitulation, returning the reader to the first pages’ aphoristic mode and consolidating the collection’s practical conclusions.

The book closes by reaffirming its central purpose: to entertain while offering guidance grounded in everyday observation. Across its sequence—from initial proverbs through essays, animal portraits, social commentary, and varied formats—it advances a consistent message favoring common sense, plain speech, and steady conduct. The distinctive spelling frames a recognizable voice, but the points rest on examples rather than ornament. Without a continuous plot, the arrangement still suggests progression from private life outward to work and community, then back to concise reminders. Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings presents an organized miscellany whose chief lesson is the use of experience to moderate judgment and shape action.
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    Josh Billings, Hiz Sayings emerged from the United States of the mid-1860s, a nation fractured by civil war yet unified by a burgeoning mass print culture. Henry Wheeler Shaw (1818–1885), writing as Josh Billings, drew on the idiom of rural New England and upstate New York while publishing from the expanding literary marketplace centered in New York City. His aphorisms first circulated in newspapers, almanacs, and on the lyceum lecture circuit that crisscrossed the Northeast and Midwest. The book’s vernacular voice and farm-bred common sense reflect small-town agrarian life, even as railroads, telegraphs, and inexpensive printing bound distant regions together during and immediately after the Civil War.

The American Civil War (1861–1865) was the era’s dominant event, pitting the Union against the Confederacy over slavery’s expansion and national sovereignty. Federal milestones included the Homestead Act (1862), the Pacific Railway Act (1862), the Emancipation Proclamation (1 January 1863), and the 1863 Enrollment Act instituting federal conscription. Casualties exceeded 620,000, with major battles at Antietam (1862), Gettysburg (1863), and Atlanta (1864). Hiz Sayings took shape as the war ended; Billings’s laconic maxims about courage, frauds, and false certainty resonated with readers seeking moral bearings. His comic suspicion of demagogues and easy answers mirrored wartime lessons about leadership, sacrifice, and the high cost of fanaticism.

Reconstruction (1865–1877) redefined citizenship and governance. Constitutional landmarks included the Thirteenth Amendment (1865 abolishing slavery), the Fourteenth (1868 guaranteeing birthright citizenship and equal protection), and the Fifteenth (1870 protecting voting rights irrespective of race). Congress enacted the Reconstruction Acts (1867) to reshape Southern governments under military districts, while the Freedmen’s Bureau (1865–1872) supported education and labor transitions. Political turmoil culminated in President Andrew Johnson’s impeachment trial in 1868. Billings wrote and lectured as these transformations unfolded; Hiz Sayings’ satire of hypocrisy, opportunism, and humbug spoke to a public confronting new claims to authority and citizenship, warning against smooth talkers and quick-fix schemes during an era of contested democracy.

The rise of mass print and the lyceum movement gave Billings both audience and form. Penny papers and illustrated weeklies—centered in New York and Boston—expanded rapidly after postal rate reductions (1845, 1851) and with railroad distribution, while free city mail delivery began in 1863. The American Lyceum, founded by Josiah Holbrook in 1826, matured into a nationwide circuit by the 1850s–1860s, hosting lecturers from reformers to humorists. Billings’s sayings, often first tried in newspapers or on stage, were then gathered into volumes like Hiz Sayings (mid-1860s). The concise, phonetic aphorism fit newspaper columns and lecture halls, enabling instant recognition and shaping the book’s cadence and topical reach.

The opening of the Gilded Age intensified anxieties about wealth and corruption. The first transcontinental railroad was completed on 10 May 1869 at Promontory Summit, Utah Territory, fueling speculation and corporate power. Scandals—Credit Mobilier (exposed 1872) and the Tweed Ring at Tammany Hall (exposed 1871 by Thomas Nast and The New York Times)—symbolized graft. The Panic of 1873 triggered a prolonged depression, closing banks and mills across the Northeast and Midwest. Hiz Sayings channels skepticism toward speculation and pretentious success, offering folk-economics about thrift, honesty, and the perils of easy money. Its barbed jests about sharpers and swindles echoed public disgust with municipal and corporate fraud.

Temperance, one of the century’s most pervasive social movements, framed debates on family order and civic virtue. Organized activism stretched from the American Temperance Society (1826) to Maine’s pioneering prohibition statute (1851), and postwar groups such as the Prohibition Party (1869) and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (founded 1874 in Cleveland). Saloons proliferated in industrial towns, linking alcohol to workplace accidents and domestic violence. Billings’s rural persona repeatedly associated sobriety with reliability and self-command; in Hiz Sayings he lampoons drunken folly and celebrates restraint. On the lecture circuit, he often appeared in venues aligned with reform causes, letting his comic moralism bolster temperance arguments without sectarian dogma.

The era’s appetite for spectacle and pseudo-science created fertile ground for satire. P. T. Barnum’s American Museum in New York (1841–1865; destroyed by fire in 1865 and again in 1868) curated sensational “humbugs.” Spiritualism spread from the Fox sisters’ 1848 rappings in Hydesville, New York, while phrenology thrived under publishers Fowler & Wells in the 1840s–1860s. Patent medicines boomed without federal regulation, saturating newspapers with dubious claims. Hiz Sayings continually targets credulity, quacks, and the polished confidence man, advancing the maxim that false knowledge is more dangerous than ignorance. By burlesquing jargon and ostentation through phonetic spelling, Billings democratized skepticism, giving readers tools to puncture fads and impostures.

As social and political critique, the book elevates vernacular reason against concentrated power, fashionable error, and class pretension. Its agrarian common sense challenges metropolitan graft, speculative bubbles, and the moral evasions of postwar politics. By staging wisdom in a working person’s voice, it recasts authority as ethical conduct rather than pedigree or office. The aphorisms expose the period’s vulnerabilities—demagoguery, corruption, credulity, and intemperance—while endorsing civic virtues of moderation, thrift, and accountability. Hiz Sayings thus functions as a democratic check on the era’s inequalities and illusions, rebuking those who manipulate public hopes and fears and affirming the practical intelligence of ordinary citizens.
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I.

JOSH BILLINGS ON THE MULE[1].

The mule is haf hoss, and haf Jackass, and then kums tu a full stop, natur diskovering her mistake. Tha weigh more, akordin tu their heft, than enny other kreetur, except a crowbar. Tha kant hear enny quicker, nor further than the hoss, yet their ears are big enuff for snow shoes. You kan trust them with enny one whose life aint worth enny more than the mules. The only wa tu keep them into a paster, is tu turn them into a medder jineing, and let them jump out. Tha are reddy for use, just as soon as they will du tu abuse. Tha haint got enny friends, and will live on huckel berry brush, with an ockasional chanse at Kanada thissels. Tha are a modern invenshun, i dont think the Bible deludes tu them at tall. Tha sel for more money than enny other domestik animile. Yu kant tell their age by looking into their mouth, enny more than you kould a Mexican cannons. Tha never hav no dissease that a good club wont heal. If tha ever die tha must kum rite tu life agin, for i never herd nobody sa "ded mule." Tha are like sum men, very korrupt at harte; ive known them tu be good mules for 6 months, just tu git a good chanse to kick sumbody. I never owned one, nor never mean to, unless there is a United Staits law passed, requiring it. The only reason why tha are pashunt, is bekause tha are ashamed ov themselfs. I have seen eddikated mules in a sirkus. Tha kould kick, and bite, tremenjis. I would not sa what I am forced tu sa again the mule, if his birth want an outrage, and man want tu blame for it. Enny man who is willing tu drive a mule, ought to be exempt by law from running for the legislatur. Tha are the strongest creeturs on earth, and heaviest, ackording tu their sise; I herd tell ov one who fell oph from the tow path, on the Eri kanawl, and sunk as soon as he touched bottom, but he kept rite on towing the boat tu the nex stashun, breathing thru his ears, which stuck out ov the water about 2 feet 6 inches; i did'nt see this did, but an auctioneer told me ov it, and i never knew an auctioneer tu lie unless it was absolutely convenient.



II.

JOSH BILLINGS INSURES HIS LIFE.

I kum to the conclusion, lately, that life waz so onsartin, that the only wa for me tu stand a fair chance with other folks, was to git my life insured, and so i kalled on the Agent of the "Garden Angel life insurance Co.[2]," and answered the following questions, which waz put tu me over the top ov a pair of goold specks, by a slik little fat old feller, with a little round gray head, and az pretty a little belly on him az enny man ever owned:—

QUESTIONS.

1st—Are yu mail or femail? if so, Pleze state how long you have been so.

2d—Are yu subjec tu fits, and if so, do yu hav more than one at a time?

3d—What is yure precise fiteing weight?

4th—Did yu ever have enny ancestors, and if so, how much?

5th—What iz yure legal opinion ov the constitutionality ov the 10 commandments!

6th—Du yu ever hav enny nite mares?

7th—Are you married and single, or are yu a Bachelor?

8th—Do yu beleave in a futer state? if yu du, state it.

9th—What are yure private sentiments about a rush ov rats tu the head; can it be did successfully?

10th—Hav yu ever committed suiside, and if so, how did it seem to affect yu?

After answering the above questions, like a man in the confirmatif, the slik little fat old fellow with goold specks on, ced I was insured for life, and proberly would remain so for a term ov years. I thanked him, and smiled one ov my moste pensive smiles.



III.

REMARKS.

Tha tell me that them who hav the harte diseaze are liable tu di at enny time, but i hav known thousands tew reach a mean old age with it.

Fust appearances are ced tu be everything.[1q] I dont put all mi fathe into this saying; i think oysters and klams, for instanze, will bear looking into.

It strains a man's philosophee the wust kind tew laff when he gits beat.

Love aint one ov the vartues, bekauze it kant be controlled.

Wimmin are like flowers, a little dust ov squeezing makes them the more fragrant.

Charitee kant alwus be administered delikately.[2q] If you want to extrikate a crab from a dilemmer, yu hav got to take holt ov him just rite.

Men liv tu a ripe old age bi keeping green.

Dont hav enny more sekrets than yu kan keep yureself.

"Truth is mitey and will prevail;" so iz cider mitey, but yu hav got tew tap the barrell before it will prevale.




IV.

ANSWERS TO CORRESPONDENTS.

"Amelia."—Yure inquiry, about the moste best time tu marry, dus yu grate credit, it iz a subject which i hav swet over a good deal, and i am real glad you spoke about it, mi spase wont allow me tu go into the thing, clean up to the hub, az i wud like tu, but in a few wurds, i will sa, i hav alwus considered cool weather, the moste best time.

"Fred."—Yu aint obliged tu ask a gals mother, if yu ma go home with her from a partee, git the gals endorsement, and sale in; it iz proper enuff tu ask her tu take yure arm, but you haint got no rite tu put yure arm around her waste, unless yu meet a Bear on the rode, and then yu are bound tu take yure arm away, just az soon az the Bear gits safely by.

"Whip."—Yu are rite. Mules live tu a long age, iv'e known them miself, tu live 100 years, and not half tri. Yu are rite also, about their being sure footed, iv'e known them tu kick a man, twise in a sekund, 10 feet oph.

"Gertrude."—Yure inquiry stumps me, the darndest. The more i think on it, the more i kant tell. Az near az i kan rekolek now, i think i dont kno. Much mite be ced both ways, and neether wa be rite. Upon the whole i rather reckon i wud, or i wuddent, jist az i thought best, or otherwise.

"Plutark."—Yu'are mistaken, the Shakers dont marry. If young Shakers fall in luv tha are sot tu weeding onions, and that kures them forthwithly. I kant tell yu now, how much it dus kost tu jine the Shakers but i beleave the expenze used tu be, inkluding having yure hair cut and larning how tu danse, about $65,00. I disreckoleckt what their religun iz, but if mi memry sarves me rite, it iz making almitey good brooms, and sellin devilish poor grape cuttings, for 75 cents a foot.

"Sportsman."—Yure inquiry iz not edzackly in mi line, but i haste tu repli, as follers, to wit: The rite length tu cut oph a dog's tale haz never yet bin fully diskovered, but iz undoubtedly somewhare bak ov hiz ears, provided yu git the dog's consent. N. B.—It aint absolutely necessara the dog's
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