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    Bill Nye’s Sparks is a single-author collection presenting a representative range of shorter work by Edgar W. Nye, widely known to readers as Bill Nye, a nineteenth-century American humorist and journalist. Drawn from his newspaper practice and his public platform, these pieces show him at the height of his comic invention. The volume includes the eponymous sketch Bill Nye’s Sparks alongside biographical prefaces, travel notes, parodic addresses, and epistolary jeux d’esprit. Its purpose is not to assemble a complete corpus but to give a coherent view of Nye’s favored forms and recurring concerns, preserving the immediacy of his column and lecture-room performance.

Readers will find a lively mixture of genres and text types. There are essays and sketches of manners, as in The Rhubarb-Pie, A Country Fire, and Fresh Paint; mock letters and memoranda, including Requesting a Remittance [Personal.], The Coupon Letter of Introduction, and Written to the Boy; playful biographical and character studies such as Alonzo Burlingame, Big Steve, and A Great Benefactor; and parodic speeches like A Conventional Speech and Speech of Red Shirt, the Fighting Chief of the Sioux Nation. The book also contains travel and civic observations in He Sees the Capital, He Sees the Navy, and More About Washington.

Across these pieces runs a clear set of preoccupations: the machinery of public life, the elasticity of American language, and the comic theater of commerce. Liberty Enlightening the World and the Washington sketches contemplate national symbols and institutions. A Patent Oratorical Steam Organette for Railway Stumping sends up the age’s fascination with devices and campaigning. Divorces Prepared While You Wait!, The Farmer and the Tariff, The Drug Business in Kansas, and Answers to Correspondents examine markets, regulation, and the press. Webster and His Great Book and Veritas turn his attention to lexicography and truth, probing how authority is claimed, printed, and performed.

Stylistically, Nye favors a poised deadpan that borrows the idioms of law, advertising, and officialdom, then turns them back on themselves. He writes mock documents and addresses with spurious exactitude, manages comic lists and asides without breaking tone, and lets the persona of the practical newspaper man steer incredulity. The Perils of Identification, The Coupon Letter of Introduction, and A Plea for One in Adversity exemplify this method, as do stage-lecture pieces such as A Conventional Speech. The result is a recognizable signature: measured sentences, genial restraint, and an appetite for exposing overstatement by speaking with unfailing literal calm.

Nye also writes as a traveler and observer in settings that test provincial curiosity against national spectacle. He Sees the Capital, He Sees the Navy, More About Washington, and In the Park survey civic spaces and public pageantry. In the South and The Aztec at Home register encounters shaped by itinerary and display, while Liberty Enlightening the World considers a newly prominent emblem. These are not guidebooks; they are comic reports attentive to the habits of crowds, the diction of officials, and the odd harmony between grandeur and inconvenience. They document how a reporter’s eye translates movement and ceremony into anecdote.

Several pieces speak from or about communities historically misrepresented in American print culture, including Speech of Red Shirt, the Fighting Chief of the Sioux Nation and To the Poor Shinnecock. These items reflect the attitudes and conventions of their time and may reproduce stereotypes. Reading them today invites attention to Nye’s satiric targets—often platform oratory, publicity, and popular narratives—without treating the texts as cultural authority on the peoples invoked. The collection presents them unaltered so that context, rhetoric, and reception can be considered together, acknowledging that humor has histories and that appreciation benefits from scrutiny as well as laughter.

Taken together, these works show why Bill Nye remains central to the story of American newspaper humor and the comic persona that grows from the column into public performance. The forms vary—letters, essays, speeches, character sketches—but the unifying signatures are steady: a civil voice sharpened by irony, a curiosity about institutions, and a relish for language’s elastic promises. Bill Nye’s Sparks offers an accessible introduction to his shorter prose, not as a complete edition but as a concentrated demonstration of range. The sparks are quick illuminations, brief flares that reveal how wit can question, delight, and endure.
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    Edgar Wilson "Bill" Nye (1850–1896) emerged from the post–Civil War frontier press, founding the Laramie Boomerang in Wyoming Territory in 1881. The railroad and telegraph had by then knit the West to national news markets, enabling his columns to circulate widely. By the mid-1880s he was a household name, writing and lecturing across the country. This vantage—between raw frontier culture and rapidly urbanizing East—shapes the collection's blend of mock-heroic biography, travel sketches, and civic satire. Readers met a Westerner fluent in national concerns, using genial absurdity to test how a fast-modernizing United States measured up to its own boosterish promises.

Political pieces in the volume echo the Gilded Age's pivot from patronage toward civil service reform. After President Garfield's 1881 assassination, Congress passed the Pendleton Act (1883), curbing the spoils system and professionalizing federal hiring. Nye's Washington sketches, with their parodies of letters of introduction and bureaucratic rituals, thrive on that transitional tangle of merit and favoritism. His send-ups of rail-borne oratory recall the whistle-stop campaigns of 1884 and 1888, when candidates and surrogates stumped from rear platforms. He also riffs on quick divorces in Dakota Territory and, after 1889, South Dakota, whose brief residency rules invited scandal and commerce.

Economic satire in the collection reflects agrarian unrest and tariff battles that framed the late 1880s. Farmers burdened by debt, railroad rates, and deflation rallied toward the People's Party, while Congress debated protectionism culminating in the McKinley Tariff of 1890. Nye's riffs on the farmer and the tariff, or on benefactors dispensing largesse, play off tensions between industrial magnates' philanthropy and rural suspicion of monopoly power. Boom-and-bust cycles, visible in country fires, shaky credit, and speculative paint-overs, provided everyday settings for national policy's local consequences. His genial tone masked a sharp accounting of who paid for prosperity's glitter.

Urban sketches mirror the late nineteenth century city's civic projects and demographic churn. The parks movement, advanced by designers like Frederick Law Olmsted, promised order and uplift amid congestion, a promise Nye tests in droll vignettes "in the park." New York's harbor gained Liberty Enlightening the World in 1886, symbolizing republican kinship with France and greeting millions arriving after 1880 from southern and eastern Europe. Nye's comic awe at monuments and crowds records the clash between lofty inscriptions and messy reality. He writes as a Westerner measuring the metropolis's claims to welcome, refinement, and democracy against its jostling street-level dramas.

The period's faith in invention and reform underlies Nye's mock devices and medical capers. The U.S. Patent Office was deluged in the 1880s, and exhibitions celebrated labor-saving contraptions; a "steam organette" for political stumping lampoons that exuberance. At the same time, prohibition experiments and patent-medicine empires flourished. Kansas adopted statewide prohibition in 1881, while lax regulation let alcohol-based "cures" and traveling clairvoyants thrive. Nye's Kansas drugstore sketches and Western seers exploit the friction between scientific authority, moral uplift, and quackery. They trace a culture negotiating expertise, as laboratory chemistry, temperance crusades, and showmanship competed to define health and respectability.

Several pieces parody the era's sentimental letter-writing and mourning customs. Late-Victorian America prized epistolary instruction and elaborate memorial notices, sustained by expanding postal networks and cheap print. Etiquette manuals flourished, and newspapers ran 'Answers to Correspondents' columns, while high child mortality and public funerary displays normalized ornate obituaries full of piety and euphemism. Nye's mock epitaphs and paternal counsels skewer those formulas, testing how private grief and public performance intersected. The joke about a child who "caught cold in her front name" twits fashionable naming and rhetorical inflation. Such domestic satire anchored his broader social commentary, letting readers recognize themselves in familiar rituals even as he gently overturned them.

Pieces addressing Native peoples reflect the closing of the Indian Wars and the rise of assimilation policy. The Dawes Act of 1887 fractured communal lands, while off-reservation boarding schools such as Carlisle (founded 1879) pressed cultural erasure. In 1890, violence at Wounded Knee signaled the era's brutality. Simultaneously, Buffalo Bill's Wild West exported stereotypes to Europe; the Oglala figure Red Shirt toured in 1887 and became a media sensation. Nye's comic orations for Sioux or Shinnecock speakers expose white audiences' condescension and the sentimental charity that replaced justice. Humor here functions as critique, illuminating policy's costs behind popular entertainment and philanthropy.

Other travel pieces register a nation consolidating at home while glancing outward. Washington tours notice a professionalizing state and a "New Navy" of steel ships built under secretaries William C. Whitney (1885–1889) and Benjamin F. Tracy (1889–1893), as navalism crested with Alfred Thayer Mahan's 1890 treatise. Journeys "in the South" meet Redeemer rule and the tightening of Jim Crow through new constitutions and poll taxes around 1890. Curiosity about "Aztecs at home" taps the era's ethnological shows and, soon, the 1893 Chicago World's Fair. Together these contexts frame Nye's wry witness to a republic becoming modern, centralized, and increasingly outward-looking.
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    Prefatory and Persona (BIOGRAPHICAL; BILL NYE'S SPARKS; [Personal.])
These opening pieces sketch Nye’s public persona through a mock-biography and breezy asides that undercut his own authority.
The tone blends deadpan modesty with playful exaggeration, foregrounding his trademark faux-formal diction and anticlimax.
Epistolary Satire and Appeals (REQUESTING A REMITTANCE; A FATHER'S LETTER; WRITTEN TO THE BOY; ANSWERS TO CORRESPONDENTS; THE COUPON LETTER OF INTRODUCTION; A PLEA FOR ONE IN ADVERSITY; TO THE POOR SHINNECOCK)
Framed as letters, appeals, and advice, these sketches lampoon etiquette, dependency, and the sentimental rhetoric of charitable or introductory notes.
Nye toggles between syrupy sincerity and sly needling to expose vanity, credulity, and the transactional nature of kindness.
Patent Medicine, Self-Help, and Advertisement Parodies (A PATENT ORATORICAL STEAM ORGANETTE FOR RAILWAY STUMPING; DIVORCES PREPARED; WHILE YOU WAIT!; HOW TO TEACH JOURNALISM; THE GREAT WESTERN CLAIRVOYANT,; HIS GARDEN; THE DRUG BUSINESS IN KANSAS; A GREAT BENEFACTOR)
Posing as ads and expert guides, these pieces pitch impossible inventions, instant remedies, brisk divorces, clairvoyant wonders, and bootstrap pedagogy with carnival-barker bravado.
The comedy targets boosterism and quack enterprise, using mock-technical detail and bureaucratic phrasing to showcase American hustle and its hazards.
Civic Tours and National Symbols (LIBERTY ENLIGHTENING THE WORLD.; HE SEES THE CAPITAL; HE SEES THE NAVY; MORE ABOUT WASHINGTON)
A set of sightseeing essays turns patriotic icons and government machinery into occasions for needling ceremony and institutional self-importance.
Affectionate yet deflationary, the pieces contrast grand national myths with petty protocols and very human foibles.
Travelogues and Ethnographic Caricatures (THE AZTEC AT HOME; IN THE SOUTH; IN THE PARK)
These observational sketches track the narrator through regional scenes and public spaces where custom and spectacle invite wry commentary.
Driven by curiosity and wordplay, they also reflect period biases and caricature, making the observer’s blind spots part of the joke.
Rural Mishaps and Domestic Farce (THE RHUBARB-PIE; A COUNTRY FIRE; FRESH PAINT!; THE PERILS OF IDENTIFICATION)
Everyday predicaments escalate into fiascos, from culinary disasters to misapplied improvements and mistaken identity.
The humor is brisk and situational, mining small-town life for pratfalls, overconfidence, and the comic physics of cause and effect.
Frontier Types and Oratory (ALONZO BURLINGAME,; BIG STEVE; SPEECH OF RED SHIRT, THE FIGHTING CHIEF OF THE SIOUX NATION; A CONVENTIONAL SPEECH)
Character portraits and mock addresses celebrate and spoof the bluster of frontier heroes and the formulae of grandiloquent public speaking, sometimes leaning on dated stereotypes.
Nye blends tall-tale exaggeration with pitch-perfect stump-speech cadence, revealing how performance manufactures reputation.
Public Affairs and Lexical Hobbyhorses (VERITAS; THE FARMER AND THE TARIFF.; WEBSTER AND HIS GREAT BOOK)
Essays on truth-telling, protectionism, and dictionary worship burlesque solemn argument by leaning into pedantry and common-sense inversion.
They showcase Nye’s recurring love of definitions and hair-splitting, using language itself as the lever for civic satire.
Mock Memorial: The Trifoliata Epitaphs (TRIFOLIATA,; BELOVED DAUGHTER OF; GERALD AND VASELINE TUBBS,; DIED MARCH 27,1888.; SHE CAUGHT COLD IN HER FRONT NAME.)
A faux obituary suite skewers sentimental memorials and fashionable naming with morbid whimsy and deliberate overstatement.
By clashing solemn format with absurd detail, it turns grief notices into social theater about status, fashion, and linguistic excess.
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Edgar Wilson Nye was whole-souled, big-hearted and genial[1q]. Those who knew him lost sight of the humorist in the wholesome friend.

He was born August 25, 1850, in Shirley, Piscataquis County, Maine. Poverty of resources drove the family to St. Croix Valley, Wisconsin, where they hoped to be able to live under conditions less severe. After receiving a meager schooling, he entered a lawyer's office where most of his work consisted in sweeping the office and running errands. In his idle moments the lawyer's library was at his service. Of this crude and desultory reading he afterward wrote:

"I could read the same passage today that I did yesterday and it would seem as fresh at the second reading as it did at the first. On the following day I could read it again and it would seem as new and mysterious as it did on the preceding day."

At the age of twenty-five, he was teaching a district school in Polk County, Wisconsin, at thirty dollars a month. In 1877 he was justice of the peace in Laramie. Of that experience he wrote:

"It was really pathetic to see the poor little miserable booth where I sat and waited with numb fingers for business. But I did not see the pathos which clung to every cobweb and darkened the rattling casement. Possibly I did not know enough. I forgot to say the office was not a salaried one, but solely dependent upon fees. So while I was called Judge Nye and frequently mentioned in the papers with consideration, I was out of coal half the time, and once could not mail my letters for three weeks because I did not have the necessary postage."

He wrote some letters to the Cheyenne Sun and soon made such a reputation for himself that he was able to obtain a position on the Laramie Sentinel. Of this experience he wrote:

"The salary was small, but the latitude was great, and I was permitted to write anything that I thought would please the people, whether it was news or not. By and by I had won every heart by my patient poverty and my delightful parsimony with regards to facts. With a hectic imagination and an order on a restaurant which advertised in the paper I scarcely cared through the livelong day whether school kept or not."

Of the proprietor of the Sentinel he wrote:

"I don't know whether he got into the penitentiary or the Greenback party. At any rate he was the wickedest man in Wyoming. Still, he was warm-hearted and generous to a fault. He was more generous to a fault than to anything else—more especially his own faults. He gave me twelve dollars a week to edit the paper—local, telegraph, selections, religious, sporting, political, fashions, and obituary. He said twelve dollars was too much, but if I would jerk the press occasionally and take care of his children he would try to stand it. You can't mix politics and measles. I saw that I would have to draw the line at measles. So one day I drew my princely salary and quit, having acquired a style of fearless and independent journalism which I still retain. I can write up things that never occurred with a masterly and graphic hand[3q]. Then, if they occur, I am grateful; if not, I bow to the inevitable and smother my chagrin."

In the midst of a wrangle in politics he was appointed postmaster of his town and his letter of acceptance, addressed to the Postmaster-General at Washington, was the first of his writings to attract national attention.

He said that, in his opinion, his being selected for the office was a triumph of eternal right over error and wrong. "It is one of the epochs, I may say, in the nation's onward march toward political purity and perfection," he wrote. "I don't know when I have noticed any stride in the affairs of state which has so thoroughly impressed me with its wisdom."

Shortly after he became postmaster he started the Boomerang. The first office of the paper was over a livery stable and Nye put up a sign instructing callers to "twist the tail of the gray mule and take the elevator."

He at once became famous and was soon brought to New York, at a salary that seemed fabulous to him. His place among the humorists of the world was thenceforth assured.

He died February 22,1896, at his home in North Carolina, surrounded by his family.

James Whitcomb Riley, the Hoosier poet, was for many years a close personal friend of the dead humorist. When informed of Nye's death, he said: "Especially favored, as for years I have been, with close personal acquaintance and association with Mr. Nye, his going away fills me with selfishness of grief that finds a mute rebuke in my every memory of him. He was unselfish wholly, and I am broken-hearted, recalling the always patient strength and gentleness of this true man, the unfailing hope and cheer and faith of his child-heart, his noble and heroic life, and pure devotion to his home his deep affections, constant dreams, plans and realizations. I cannot doubt but that somehow, somewhere, he continues cheerily on in the unbroken exercise of these same capacities."

Mr. Riley recently wrote the following sonnet:


O William, in thy blithe companionship

What liberty is mine—what sweet release

From clamourous strife, and yet, what boisterous peace!

Ho! ho! It is thy fancy's finger tip

That dints the dimple now, and kinks the lip

That scarce may sing in all this glad increase

Of merriment! So, pray thee, do not cease

To cheer me thus, for underneath the quip

Of thy droll sorcery the wrangling fret

Of all distress is still. No syllable

Of sorrow vexeth me, no tear drops wet

My teeming lids, save those that leap to tell

Thee thou'st a guest that overweepeth yet

Only because thou jokest overwell.













BILL NYE'S SPARKS


Table of Contents















REQUESTING A REMITTANCE


Table of Contents



[Personal.]


Table of Contents



Washington, D. C.

Along toward morning, 1887.

Cashier World Office, New York.—

MY DEAR SIR: You will doubtless be surprised to hear from me so soon, as I did not promise when I left New York that I would write you at all while here. But now I take pen in hand to say that the Senate and House of Representatives are having a good deal of fun with me, and hope you are enjoying the same great blessing. You will wonder at first why I send in my expense account before I send in anything for the paper, but I will explain that to you when I get back. At first I thought I would not bother with the expense account till I got to your office, but I can now see that it is going to worry me to get there unless I hear from you favorably by return mail.

When I came here I fell into the mad whirl of society, and attracted a good deal of attention by my cultivated ways and Jeffersonian method of sleeping with a different member of Congress every night.

I have not written anything for publication yet, but I am getting material together that will make people throughout our broad land open their eyes in astonishment. I shall deal fairly and openly with these great national questions, and frankly hew to the line, let the chips fall where they may, as I heard a man say to-day on the floor of the house—the Willard House, I mean. But I believe in handling great political matters without gloves, as you will remember, if you have watched my course as justice of the peace and litterateur. Candor is my leading characteristic, and if you will pardon me for saying so in the first letter you ever received from me I believe there is nothing about my whole character which seems to challenge my admiration for myself any more than that.

Congressmen and their wives are daily landing at the great national Castle Garden and looking wildly around for the place where they are told they will get their mileage. On every hand all is hurry and excitement. Bills are being introduced, acquaintances renewed, and punch bowls are beginning to wear a preoccupied air.

I have been mingling with society ever since I came here, and that is one reason I have written very little for publication, and did not send what I did write.

Yesterday afternoon my money gave out at 3:20, and since that my mind has been clearer and society has made fewer demands on me. At first I thought I would obtain employment at the Treasury Department as exchange editor in the greenback room. Then I remembered that I would get very faint before I could go through a competitive examination, and, in the meantime, I might lose social caste by wearing my person on the outside of my clothes. So I have resolved to write you a chatty letter about Washington, assuring you that I am well, and asking you kindly to consider the enclosed tabulated bill of expenses, as I need the money to buy Christmas presents and get home with.

Poker is one of the curses of national legislation[4q]. I have several times heard prominent foreigners say, in their own language—think ing, no doubt, that I could not understand them—that the members of the American Congress did not betray any emotion on their countenances. One foreigner from Liverpool, who thought I could not understand his language, said that our congressmen had a way of looking as though they did not know very much. When he afterwards played poker with those same men he saw that the look was acquired. One man told me that his vacant look had been as good as $50,000 to him, whether he stood pat or drew to an ostensible flush while really holding four bullets.

So far I have not been over to the Capitol, preferring to have Congress kind of percolate into my room, two or three at a time; but unless you can honor the inclosed way-bill I shall be forced to go over to the House to-morrow and write something for the paper. Since I have been writing this I have been led to inquire whether it would be advisable for me to remain here through the entire session or not. It will be unusually long, lasting perhaps clear into July, and I find that the stenographers as a general thing
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