
  
    
      
    
  



Josh Billings


Josh Billings on Ice, and Other Things



Enriched edition. A Blend of Humor and Wisdom: Reflections on Human Nature
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Eric Booth
Edited and published by Good Press, 2019


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4064066157067
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis (Selection)

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Josh Billings on Ice, and Other Things

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    With a cool, countrywise gaze that puts pretension on ice, Josh Billings turns everyday life into a proving ground where common sense spars with folly, where the quirks of speech sharpen into tools, and where the chill of scrutiny preserves human nature’s comic shapes for patient, good-humored inspection, yielding a portrait of America in which warmth and skepticism coexist, steady as winter over a lively village.

Josh Billings on Ice, and Other Things is a collection of humorous prose by Josh Billings, the pen name of Henry Wheeler Shaw, a prominent nineteenth-century American humorist known for his vernacular style and aphoristic wit. The book belongs to the tradition of American comic writing that flourished in the nineteenth century, favoring short sketches, sayings, and playful essays over extended narrative. Rather than unfolding in a single setting, it roams across everyday situations recognizable to readers of its time, with its perspective anchored in a rural, plainspoken sensibility. As a period artifact and a lively read, it exemplifies popular American humor of its era.

The premise is simple and inviting: a homespun observer surveys the world with a steady eye and reports back in compact, flavorful bursts. The title piece signals Billings’s knack for choosing the ordinary—ice, weather, domestic matters—and using it as a lens for broader reflections. Expect brief essays, jokey definitions, and clipped speculations that move quickly from a concrete detail to a sly generalization. The voice is genial but unsentimental, and the style uses deliberate misspellings and phonetic spellings to create rhythm, character, and comic emphasis. The mood blends neighborly warmth with a wry skepticism that never curdles into cynicism.

At the heart of the collection are themes of human fallibility and resilience. Billings delights in exposing pretension while honoring the durable sense that ordinary people bring to work, family, and community. He returns to the paradoxes of thrift and waste, luck and effort, pride and humility—always with the hunch that the plain answer often hides in plain sight. Language itself becomes a theme: by bending spelling and cadence, the book celebrates the elasticity of American English and the cultural energy of colloquial speech. The result is a compact ethics of everyday life wrapped in a series of comic miniatures.

Form matters here, and Billings’s techniques shape the reading experience. The short, punchy pieces foster a pace that invites dipping in and out, while recurring turns of phrase build a sense of familiarity. The faux-naïve persona—seemingly rustic, actually shrewd—creates a double register in which surface simplicity coexists with diagnostic precision. The phonetic spellings slow the eye just enough to emphasize cadence and timing, key ingredients in humor that depends on a final twist. This interplay of rhythm, persona, and brevity gives the book its snap: jokes arrive briskly, but the aftertaste is reflective, even gently philosophical.

For contemporary readers, the book offers both entertainment and a lens on nineteenth-century American culture. Its laughter is rooted in recognizable dilemmas—how to live sensibly, how to see through humbug—making it feel surprisingly current. At the same time, its dialect conventions reflect the aesthetics of its period, rewarding a historically aware reading. The collection can spark questions about how humor shapes public conversation, how style frames authority, and how communities negotiate the gap between ideals and realities. Readers interested in language, cultural history, or the craft of short-form humor will find a text that is both approachable and quietly instructive.

Approach this book as an amiable companion rather than a single continuous argument: each piece offers a quick encounter with a voice that is brisk, droll, and alert to contradictions. You will find observations that begin in the pantry or the street and end in the arena of conduct, always without moralizing. The experience is part chuckle, part calibration of judgment, and largely a celebration of the pleasures of plain talk. As an introduction to Josh Billings’s method and milieu, it shows why his work endured: the ice is a method of clarity, the other things are the vast, comic miscellany of life.
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    Josh Billings on Ice, and Other Things is a collection of brief comic essays, sketches, and epigrams by Josh Billings, the pen name of Henry Wheeler Shaw. The pieces present observations on everyday life, from weather and household routines to public manners and politics, using a homespun voice and deliberately phonetic spelling. The title item introduces the spirit of the book, and the remaining selections explore a broad range of “other things” in short, self-contained segments. The arrangement moves from concrete scenes to general reflections, building a portrait of practical wisdom, common foibles, and the plain speech of rural American humor.

The opening sketch on ice sets the keynote. Billings describes winter surfaces that look solid yet conceal risk, mixing notes on skating, chores, and the temptations of showing off. Episodes of slips and rescues are relayed in brief vignettes, and the essay ends with an explicit caution about testing footing before striding ahead. The humor comes from familiar incidents and a steady rhythm of example followed by a compact conclusion. That structure—quick situations capped by pointed takeaways—establishes the method for much of the volume, in which tangible particulars lead to concise observations about prudence and human confidence.

Early selections continue with the seasons and domestic economy. Billings notes the burdens and practical gains of winter, from stoves and frozen paths to the enforced thrift that cold weather can produce. He moves to spring’s mud and optimism, summer’s idleness and heat-stunned errors, and autumn’s harvest and accounting. Household tasks, repairs, and provisioning anchor these pages, as do remarks on how ordinary decisions accumulate into comfort or discomfort. The pieces summarize habits that save trouble and those that invite it, pointing to steady routines and modest expense as safeguards against waste, without elaborate theory or long example.

Animal sketches occupy a central place. Billings profiles the horse, the mule, the hen, and the dog, giving each creature a distinct temperament and purpose. The mule’s steadiness and resistance, the horse’s pride and labor, the hen’s industry, and the dog’s loyalty are rendered in short character studies. These portraits blur gently into human comparisons, noting how certain traits admired in animals can mislead when translated to people, and vice versa. Attention remains on use, care, and patience, with jests about pedigree and training. The tone balances fondness with assessment, drawing everyday lessons from barnyard routine and farm practice.

From the yard, the book turns indoors to courtship, marriage, and family. Billings outlines expectations around choosing a spouse, managing a household, and dividing labor. Situations such as hurried weddings, mismatched tempers, and in-law entanglements are handled with brief scenes and advisory asides. Parenting appears as watchfulness and example rather than lengthy rulebooks, and the schoolroom provides memories of discipline and simple instruction. The pieces avoid ornament, emphasizing duty, regularity, and reasonable compromise. Humor arises from recognizable missteps and the friction of daily living, while conclusions stress the quiet gains of constancy over gestures meant to impress.

Public life follows in essays on politics, reform, and the marketplace. Billings sketches campaign seasons, stump speeches, committee talk, and the appeal of slogans. He presents traveling lecturers, temperance advocates, medical patent sellers, and other itinerant persuaders, noting how confidence and showmanship can stand in for substance. Tavern conversations, town meetings, and newspaper habits form the backdrop. The argument remains consistent: extremes promise quick fixes yet often deliver confusion, while careful judgment and independence of mind serve better. Examples stay local and tangible, and each vignette closes with a compressed maxim that converts performance and noise into a cautionary, practical conclusion.

Chapters on work and character gather common vices and virtues into sets of brief assertions. Idleness, bragging, borrowing, and gossip appear alongside thrift, punctuality, steadiness, and plain dealing. Billings arranges many of these observations as single-sentence proverbs, adopting his characteristic irregular spelling to fix them in memory. Short anecdotes support the maxims, but the emphasis is on sharply phrased summaries. The treatment is cumulative rather than argumentative, aiming to fix a few principles: small habits compound into reliability, and borrowed appearances fade under pressure. The result is a pocket catalog of cautions and approvals, aligned with daily labor rather than elevated doctrine.

Travel sketches widen the frame to railroads, steamboats, hotels, fairs, and lyceum halls. Billings notes schedules, crowding, claims of convenience, and the mismatch between advertisements and experience. He compares city bustle with country regularity, attends exhibitions and shows, and records the minor discomforts and surprises that accompany movement and public entertainments. Education receives a parallel treatment: institutions, tutors, and examinations are weighed against practical learning and judgment. The point is not to dismiss novelty but to register costs and limits, so that travelers and listeners match expectations to realities. These pieces bridge concrete scenes and the general reflections that close the book.

The closing pages concentrate on compact proverbs and final counsels. Billings returns indirectly to the ice image, restating a preference for firm footing over display. He compresses themes introduced earlier—prudence in spending, patience in work, moderation in opinion—into brief lines meant for easy recall. The sequence ends without a narrative climax, instead offering a cluster of takeaways that summarize the volume’s subjects and method. The overall message is straightforward: ordinary competence and measured habit secure more than spectacle or claims of genius. The book concludes by reinforcing this point in quick strokes, leaving a clear impression of scope and intent.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Josh Billings on Ice, and Other Things emerged in the United States during the late 1860s, a moment shaped by the Civil War’s aftermath and the turbulent onset of Reconstruction. Its humor draws on rural New England and upstate New York speech—regions Henry Wheeler Shaw (Josh Billings) knew well, including his ties to Massachusetts and later Poughkeepsie, New York. The collection addresses a nation shifting from small-town agrarian rhythms to urban and industrial tempos. Print culture—newspapers, mass-market humor, lecture circuits, and lyceum halls—provided Billings a broad audience. The setting is thus not a single locale, but a postbellum national landscape grappling with modernization and moral uncertainty.

The American Civil War (1861–1865) transformed the nation: eleven Southern states seceded after Abraham Lincoln’s 1860 election; war began at Fort Sumter (April 1861) and ended with Confederate surrender at Appomattox Court House (April 9, 1865). The Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863) reframed the conflict around slavery’s abolition, and battles like Antietam (1862) and Gettysburg (1863) became turning points amid casualties that modern estimates place around 750,000. New York City’s Draft Riots (July 1863) exposed deep class and racial tensions. Billings’s persona—plainspoken, skeptical of pretension—offered postwar readers a unifying, demotic voice, using wit to encourage civic humility and cross-sectional reconciliation without sanctimony.

Reconstruction (1865–1877) attempted to redefine citizenship and governance. The Thirteenth (1865), Fourteenth (1868), and Fifteenth (1870) Amendments abolished slavery, guaranteed equal protection, and protected Black male suffrage. Federal measures such as the Freedmen’s Bureau (established 1865) and the Reconstruction Acts (1867) faced violent backlash, including the Ku Klux Klan (founded circa 1866), Memphis (1866) and New Orleans (1866) massacres, and contested rule culminating in the Compromise of 1877 after the disputed Hayes–Tilden election of 1876. Billings’s essays mirror Reconstruction’s moral debates by lampooning demagoguery, vote-buying, and hollow oratory, praising instead practical virtue and accountability that rural readers associated with community self-governance.

Industrialization accelerated after 1865: the transcontinental railroad joined at Promontory Summit, Utah (May 10, 1869), linking the Central Pacific and Union Pacific and catalyzing national markets. The transcontinental telegraph (1861) and Western Union networks sped information; petroleum (Titusville, Pennsylvania, 1859) and Bessemer steel (adopted in the 1860s) underwrote rapid growth. Speculative battles like the Erie Railroad War (1868), featuring Jay Gould and Jim Fisk in New York, dramatized high finance’s maneuvering. Everyday life commercialized—even ice became a commodity in the New England ice trade pioneered by Frederic Tudor earlier in the century, reaching new scale by rail. Billings’s “on ice” conceit lets him satirize consumer fads, sales puffery, and credulous faith in technology and ‘experts.’

Political corruption scarred the era. The Tammany Hall ‘Tweed Ring,’ led by William M. Tweed, looted New York City through inflated contracts (notably the New York County Courthouse) until exposures by Thomas Nast and others led to arrests in 1871. Nationally, the Crédit Mobilier scandal (exposed 1872) implicated congressmen and Vice President Schuyler Colfax in profiteering on the Union Pacific; the Whiskey Ring (1875) revealed tax skimming tied to federal officials. Billings’s gibes at puffed-up respectability and moral hypocrisy align with a wider public disgust, using rustic aphorisms to strip rhetorical varnish from graft and to champion incorruptible, small-republic virtues.

Financial upheaval defined the 1870s. The Panic of 1873, triggered by failures including Jay Cooke & Co., cascaded into the Long Depression (circa 1873–1879), closing factories and spiking unemployment. Discontent erupted in the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, from Martinsburg, West Virginia, to Pittsburgh and Chicago, met by militia and federal troops. Farmers organized the Grange (Patrons of Husbandry) in 1867 under Oliver Hudson Kelley, winning ‘Granger Laws’ (1871–1874) to regulate rail rates; the U.S. Supreme Court upheld regulation in Munn v. Illinois (1877). Billings’s distrust of speculation and praise of thrift echoes agrarian reform energy, aiming barbs at monopoly power and boom-and-bust illusions.

Social reform currents pressed forward. Temperance reenergized with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (founded 1873) under leaders like Frances Willard (president from 1879), linking sobriety to domestic stability and civic reform. Women’s suffrage, launched at Seneca Falls (1848), split into the NWSA and AWSA (both 1869); Wyoming Territory enfranchised women in 1869. The Homestead Act (1862) opened western lands as immigration surged from Ireland, Germany, and Scandinavia, while Chinese laborers powered western rail building before 1882 exclusion. Billings’s homespun humor on drink, marriage, and household economy, and his quips about frontier common sense, index these debates over gender, respectability, migration, and the self-made ideal.

The book functions as a democratic social critique by wielding vernacular wit to puncture elite cant, political chicanery, and speculative mania. Its rural idiom challenges class pretensions and exposes how postwar prosperity masked corruption, uneven recovery, and fragile citizenship rights. By mocking get-rich schemes, quackery, and grandiloquent stump speeches, it underscores the period’s dissonance between moral rhetoric and practice. The humor’s insistence on frugality, neighborly duty, and empirical common sense rebukes partisan excess and machine politics while sympathizing with producers squeezed by monopoly and panic. In elevating everyday judgment, Billings stages a populist audit of Reconstruction-era society and emergent Gilded Age capitalism.
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I.

JOSH ON ICE.

Having herd mutch sed about skating parks, and the grate amount ov helth and muscle they woz imparting tew the present generashun at a slite advanse from fust cost, i bought a ticket and went within the fense.

I found the ice in a slippery condishun, covering about 5 akers ov artyfishall water, which waz owned bi a stock company, and froze tew order.

Upon one side ov the pond waz erekted little grosery buildings, where the wimmin sot on benches while the fellers (kivvered with blushes) hitched the magick iron tew their feet.

It waz a most exsiting scene: the sun waz in the skey—and the wind waz in the air—and the birds were in the South—and the snow waz on the ground—and the ice lay shivering with a bad kold—and angells (ov both genders) flucktuated past me pro and con, 2 and fro, here a littl and thare a good deal.

It waz a most exsiting scene; I wanted tew holler "Bully" or lay down and rool over.

But i kept in, and aked with glory.

Helth waz piktured on menny a nobell brow.[1q] Az the femail angells put out ov the pond, side by side with the male angells, it waz the most powerfull scene i ever stood behind.

The long red tape from their necks swum in the breeze, and the feathers in their jockeys fluttered in the breeze, and other things (tew muteh to menshun) fluttered in the breeze.

I don't think i ever waz more crazy before in mi life—on ice.

For 2 long hours i stood and gazed with dum exsitement.

I felt like a kanall hoss turned suddinly out to grass.

I didn't kno how tew proceed.

Az one ov the angells, more sudden than all the rest, cum flying down the trak, 3 lengths ahed ov her male angell, awl eyes ware gorging with her heavenly bust ov speed; she seemed tew hav cut luce from earth, and waz bound South, for the Cape ov Good Hope, when awl tew onst, with gorgous swoop terriffick, down-crumbling into a limpid heap she went with squeak terriffick, a living lovely mass ov disastrous skirt and tapring ankle.

Awl gathered around the bursted angell; but lo! in a minnitt's space, her wings agin was plumed, and evry feather waz in its lawfal plase; and on she fled laffing like wine thru its buteous blushes.

I had saw enuff—more happyness than belonged tew me—and az i sloly wended back tew mi home at the tavern i felt—good.
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SUM NATRAL HISTORY.

Thare iz no tuition so cheap and so handy az natral history.

It prevails evrywhare; the cockroach and the behomath are built out ov it, the lizard and the elephant are full ov it, it is the monkey's right bower, and the kangaroo's best jump.

The grass, the dandelion and the spinnage are its children; it is the language ov creeping things, the majesta ov the mountin, the soul ov the talking brook, and the inspiration ov the lambkin's tail.

Natral history iz dogg cheap.

To open our eyes, and think while we are looking iz aul the capital necessary for the naturalizing bizzness.

Who wouldn't be a naturalizer, when natur makes such cheap sacrifices upon aul her alters, and holds the insense under our very nozes?

This iz what ails me this morning, tew study the light-hearted grasshopper, the relentless bed-bugger, and the elastick flea.

The Bible sez, "The grasshopper is a burden," and i never knu the Bible tew say anything that warnt so.

When the grasshop begins tew liv they are verry small, but in a little while thare gits tew be plenty ov them.

They only liv one year at once, and then go back, and begin agin.

Their best gait iz a hop, and with the wind on their quarters they can make sum good time.

They are a sure krop to raize, but sum years they raize more than others. I hav seen sum fields so full ov them that you couldn't stick another grasshopper in, unless you sharpened him off tew a pint.

When they git so very plenty, they are very apt tew want tew start, and then they bekum a traveling famine, and leave the road they take az barren az the inside ov a country church during a week day.

Grasshoppers don't seem tew be acktually necesary for our happiness, but they may be; we don't even know what we want most.

I don't want grasshops tew giv entirely out, not if they are a blessing, but i hav thought (to myself) if they would let the grass and cornstalks be, and pitch onto the burdoks and Canada thissells, i would bet a few dollars on the thissells, jist tew encourage the fight, and wouldn't care a cuss if they both got finally licked.

But mi best judgment would be tew bet on the grasshops.



I never see ennybody yet but what despised Bed Bugs. They are the meanest ov aul crawling, creeping, hopping, or biteing things.

They dassent tackle a man bi dalite, but sneak in, after dark, and chaw him while he iz fast asleep.

A musketo will fight you in broad dalite, at short range, and giv you a chance tew knock in hiz sides—the flea iz a game bugg, and will make a dash at you even in Broadway—but the bed-bugg iz a garroter, who waits till you strip, and then picks out a mellow place tew eat you.

If i was ever in the habit ov swearing, i wouldn't hesitate to damn a bed bugg right tew hiz face.

Bed bugs are uncommon smart in a small way; one pair ov them will stock a hair mattrass in 2 weeks, with bugs enuff tew last a small family a whole year.

It don't do enny good to pray when bed bugs are in season; the only way tew git rid ov them iz tew bile up the whole bed in aqua fortis, and then heave it away and buy a new one.

Bed buggs, when they hav grone aul they intend to, are about the size ov a bluejay's eye, and hav a brown complexion, and when they start out to garrote are az thin az a grease spot, but when they git thru garroting they are swelled up like a blister.

It takes them 3 days tew git the swelling out ov them.

If bed buggs have enny destiny to fill, it must be their stummuks; but it seems tew me that they must hav bin made by acksident, jist az slivvers are, tew stick into sumboddy.

If they waz got up for sum wise purpose, they must hav took the wrong road, for there kant be enny wisdum in chawing a man aul night long, and raising a family, besides, tew foller the same trade.

If thare iz sum wisdum in aul this, I hope the bed buggs will chaw them folks who kan see it, and leave me be, bekause i am one ov the hereticks.



The smallest animal ov the brute creashun, and the most pesky, iz the Flea.

They are about the bigness ov an onion seed, and shine like a bran new shot.

They spring from low places, and kan spring further and faster than enny ov the bug-brutes.

They bite wuss than the musketoze, for they bite on a run; one flea will go aul over a man's subburbs in 2 minnits, and leave him az freckled az the meazels.

It iz impossible to do ennything well with a flea on you, except sware, and fleas aint afraid ov that; the only way iz tew quit bizzness ov aul kinds and hunt for the flea, and when you have found him, he ain't thare. Thiz iz one ov the flea mysterys, the fackulty they hav ov being entirely lost jist as soon as you hav found them.

I don't suppose thare iz ever killed, on an average, during enny one year, more than 16 fleas, in the whole ov the United States ov America, unless thare iz a cazualty ov sum kind. Once in a while thare iz a dogg gits drowned sudden, and then thare may be a few fleas lost.

They are about az hard to kill az a flaxseed iz, and if you don't mash them up az fine az ground pepper they will start bizzness agin, on a smaller kapital, jist az pestiverous az ever.

Thare iz lots ov people who have never seen a flea, and it takes a pretty smart man tew see one ennyhow; they don't stay long in a place.

If you ever ketch a flea, kill him before you do ennything else; for if you put it oph 2 minnits, it may be too late.

Menny a flea haz past away forever in less than 2 minnits.
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LIVE YANKEES.

Live Yankees are chuck full of karakter and sissing hot with enterprize and curiosty.

In bild we find them az lean az a hunter's dorg, with a parched countenance, reddy for a grin, or for a sorrow; ov elaastick step: thortful, but not abstrakted; pashunt, bekauze cunnin; ever watchful; slo to anger; avoiding a fight; but rezolute at bay.

In dress alwuz slik, but not stuck up; their harness alwuz betrays them wherever they go.

The oil ov their langwidge iz their dezire tew pleze, and their greezy words foreshadder a proffit.

They are natral mechanicks; the histry ov man's necessitys iz the histry ov their invenshuns.

The Live Yankee haz no hum; hiz luv ov invenshun breeds a luv ov change, and wharever a human trail shows itself we find him pantin on the trak.

He never gits sick at the stummuk in a furrin land, or grows sentermental; the buty ov a river tew him iz its capacity for a steambote; its sloping banks checker into bildin lots, and its poetry waters might do the drudgery ov a cottin mill.

He looks at a marble pyramid, guesses at its height, calkulates the stone by the perch, and sells the magnifisent relick in Boston at a proffit.

He climbs the Alpin hights, crossed by conkerin heroes, and iz struk with the proprierty ov tunneling it.

He sits, cross-legged, beneath the sheltring vine and listens to the oneazy sea, sees the warm promise ov the grape, and forgettin the holy memrys ov the land ov song, grinds the smilin vintage into wine and maiks a happy bargin.

You can meet him in Constanternopel, makin up in grimace what he lacks in langwidge, spreadin a plaster with hiz tounge, for the man ov Mahomet.

Go where you will, from the numb palsied North tew the swetting limberness ov the South, from the top ov earth's mornin tew half past eleven at night, and the everlastin Yankee you will find, either vehement in an argue, or purswazive in a swop.

Hiz religion iz praktikal; he mourns over the heathen, and iz reddy tew save them by the job.

He luvs liberty with a red pepper enthuziasm, and fully beleafs Nu England kan whip the universe.

If the phlegmatick Englishman brags about roast beef and hiz ansesters, Jonathan haz a pumkin pie and a grandpop tew match them.

If the Frenchman grows crazy over a frigazee ov frog's hind legs, Jonathan pulls out a donut and a Rhode Island greening.

If the dusky Italian talks about the mad vomits ov Vgesuvius, Jonathan turns in the water power ov Niagara.

In argument alwuz ernest, and in reazoning alwuz specius, this progressive phenomena tramps the world with the skeleton ov a pattent right in hiz carpet bag, and, in his ever open hand and face a pleasant "Heow air yer?"

If you would save your pride from bein sandpapered, risk it not in a dicker with Jonathan.

Hiz razor is the true Damascus, strapped on the wand ov Midas for a golden harvest; hiz
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