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R. R. Gilbert, "High Private." Sketch from the Houston Daily Post, October 7, 1 899, p. 6. Courtesy
the Centerfor American History, the University of Texas at Austin.



"Confounding the Wise, ifnot the Devil Himself:
Rediscovering Forgotten Civil War Humorist

R. R. Gilbert

By Mary M. Cronin*

THROUGHOUT THE U.S. ClVIL WAR, TEXANS, LIKE OTHER CITIZENS NORTH
and South, avidly read soldiers' letters published in their newspapers.

That correspondence gave readers an intimate connection to the nation's
greatest military struggle, while providing cash-strapped editors with free,
and often fascinating, news. Indeed, soldiers' correspondence proved so
popular that editors, including the Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph's Edward
Cushing, rarely produced a newspaper that did not contain several let-
ters in each issue. Some soldiers became regular contributors, allowing
readers to follow their lives—sometimes for years. One such contributor,
a self-termed "raw recruit" to the Sixth Texas Infantry, stood out because
his letters differed markedly from those of his colleagues in uniform. This
soldier, who signed his columns as "High Private," brought levity to the
war via his humorous sketches, first from Camp Henry McCulloch near
Victoria, Texas, in 1862 where he spent months drilling, and later, from
various parts of the Trans-Mississippi West when he served as an editor,
humorist, and correspondent for the Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph.1

High Private, in reality, was Rensalear Reed Gilbert, a man who at first
glance seemed an unlikely recruit for a Confederate infantry unit. The

*Mary Cronin (Lamonica) is an assistant professor ofjournalism at New Mexico State University,
Las Cruces. The author would like to thank the Center for American History at die University of
Texas at Austin and the staff of the Texas State Archives for their assistance.

1 Virtually all newspapers—Union and Confederate—ran numerous letters each day from soldier-
correspondents. As historian William Styple notes in his introduction, "But war correspondents did
not come cheap, and wim limited resources it seemed impossible for the paper to provide interest-
ing news coverage from the war zone." For newspapers to survive, he added, editors, including the
New York Sunday Mercury's William Cauldwell, "broadened the definition ofa war correspondent" by
using literate soldiers. William B. Styple (ed.), Writing and Fighting the Civil War: Soldier Letters from
the Battlefront (Kearny, N.J.: Belle Grove Publishing, 2004), 10. The quote in the title of the paper
comes from a column Gilbert wrote on April 15, 1862. He told readers that he would not explain
his thinking process, for it would "Confound the wise, ifnot the devil himself." High Private, Houston
Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Apr. 15, 1862, p. 1.
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humorist was, at forty-one years of age, notably older than the average
Confederate volunteer. Little else is known about R. R. Gilbert's life prior
to 1861 except that he was a Vermonter by birth and a physician by train-
ing. No library holds his private papers, he wrote no memoirs, and he died
before lengthy obituaries recounting an individual's accomplishments were
commonplace.2 He alluded to having a vagabond life prior to his arrival
in Texas, noting in an April 15, 1862, letter to the Telegraph that he had
"taken my chances in every zone, except the north frigid." Even the date and
location of his birth are in dispute. Federal and state census records listed
him as having been born in New York State in 1821. His obituary in the
Houston Post listed his birth a year earlier, in 1820, in Enosburg, Vermont.
Gilbert most likely was from Vermont, since the town listed in his obituary
does not exist in New York, but does in neighboring Vermont.3

Gilbert's motives in moving to Texas are also unknown. He noted in a
postwar collection of his war writing that he arrived shortly before the war
began. "I remained in the South during the war from choice," he said. "I
was not 'caught' here and compelled to remain; for after the State seceded,
all who did not want to remain in it were given three months to leave it,
and their safety while doing so was guaranteed."4

Despite a lack of information about his life, Gilbert's writing dem-
onstrates that he held strong Southern sentiments. A column Gilbert

2 Gilbert always used "R. R. Gilbert" as his name for census and city directory purposes. The spell-
ing of his first name constandy differed in various newspaper articles, city directories, census data,
etc. The spelling used in this article is taken from his widow's Confederate Pension application.
Newspapers, including the Telegraph, coincidentally, announced his marriage, but spelled his first
name as "Rennesalaer." Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Feb. 22, 1865, p. 3. The Austin.Texas, City Direc-
tory of 1889-1890 and 1891-1892 lists him as "Renseler." (This and die odier city directories cited
can be found at the Texas State Archives, Austin.) That same directory termed him "Rensselaer"
in 1893-1894 and again in i896-i8g7, however. The Tyler newspaper listed him as Rennessaiaer.
The Confederate Pension application is available at the Texas State Archives in Austin. Gilbert's
own obituary provided few details of his life beyond the fact that he died at his daughter's house in
Houston and that he was born in Vermont. Nothing was mentioned of his life prior to the Civil War,
though the Houston Post did note that he worked for a number of the state's newspapers, including
the Post, following the war. See: "R. R. Gilbert (High Private)," Houston Post, OcL 7, 1899, p. 6.

5 Gilbert, "The Doctrine of Chances," reprinted in R. R. Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters
Writtenfor the Houston Telegraph, during the War of 1861-2-3-4-5, with a Short Autobiographical Sketch ofthe
Author (Austin: Eugene Von Boeckmann, 1890), 31 (quotation); and Gilbert, High Private's Second
Edition ofConfederate Letters Writtenfor the Houston Telegraph during the Late War, with the Addition ofthe
Secrets of Success; or, Business Advice to the Young Men of the South (Austin: Eugene Von Boeckmann,
1894). See also Houston Post, Oct. 7, i8gg, p. 6; 1880 Census, Anderson County, Precinct 1 (Pal-
estine), Series: Tg, Roll 1288, p. 46D (Texas State Library, Austin). A note on sources: Aldiough
most issues of me Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph have been microfilmed, many of the issues were torn,
smudged, or illegible in parts. Some of Gilbert's articles cited diroughout were taken direcdy from
his newspaper columns. Others were taken from die two editions of his Civil War letters. The second
edition included more articles than did die first; however, some of Gilbert's articles from 1862 that
Gilbert did not include in the two editions of his book have been found on microfilm. Almost none
of his Louisiana or Arkansas correspondence from 1863-1865 was included in his books, which is
unfortunate as many humorous passages can be found within these hard news reports.

4 Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters, 15. His obituary in the Houston Post also notes diat
Gilbert arrived in Texas shortly before the war's outbreak. See "R. R. Gilbert," Houston Post, Oct.
7, i8gg, p. 6.
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penned for the Tri-Weekly Telegraph dated February 20, 1862—a mock
letter to Northern relatives concerning the war, and unusual for its angry
tone—demonstrates his Southern sympathies as well as his anger toward
Northern relatives:

What in the devil are you banging and popping away at me for? Have I ever done
you any more harm than to ask you to let me alone? Did I ever eat any of your mo-
lasses candy or swing on your gate without paying for it? Did I ever refuse to pay my
share of the bill? Did? When? Have I ever failed to help sustain my share of what
was a Union? Never. And if you cannot sustain your share without my aid, why not
sell out to one who can; Old England, for instance? You want to free my negroes?
What do you want of my negroes? You have more white people than you can sus-
tain as well as my negroes are supported; besides, you are making laws every day
to get rid of what you already have. (See late proceedings in Ohio and elsewhere).

. . . You say you want to tie the bonds of brotherhood that are snapped. Well, I
don't, and if I did, I don't think you would do much toward it by shooting at me every
time you can 'sight' me. Bonds are not usually tied in that way.5

Although Gilbert's whereabouts and activities during the first forty years
of his life are largely unknown, he may have desired this anonymity. His
move to Texas could well have been a fresh start. In a demonstration of
loyalty to his newly adopted home, Gilbert joined the Victoria Company,
also known as Company B of the Sixth Texas Infantry in the fall of 1861.
He adopted the nom de plume of "High Private" and began submitting
humorous letters to the Victoria Advocate, the closest publication to Camp
Henry McCulloch. The letters soon caught the eye of Edward Cushing,
the editor and publisher of the Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, who began
republishing Gilbert's correspondence in January 1862. Cushing clearly
found a kindred soul in Gilbert. The two men had much in common. Both
hailed from the Northeast, were well educated, came to Texas as adults,
embraced the South 's institutions, supported the South's development,
and were ardent Confederate patriots.6

Gilbert can be classified as a minor humorist, a regional figure who
achieved prominence in his time, but slipped into obscurity following his
death in October 1 899. His writing was so popular in Texas during the war
that Cushing frequently received letters from readers commenting on the
humorist's articles. Similarly, editors from otherjournals were disappointed

5 Reprinted in Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters, 13-14.
6 The information about the Victoria Company is menuoned in his widow's Confederate Pension

application (Texas State Archives, Austin) . Gilbert noted in his second edition of Confederate Letters
mat the Victoria Advocate as well as Telegraph editor Edward Cushing's residence burned a few years
after die war. All of die letters taken for this paper come from the Telegraph. Emory M. Thomas,
"Rebel Nationalism: E. H. Cushing and die Confederate Experience," Southwestern Historical Quarterly,
73 (Jan., ig7o), 343-355; E. B. Cushing, "Edward Hopkins Cushing: An Appreciation by His Son,"
ibid., 25 (Apr., ig22), 261-273.
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if Gilbert was out of town when they visited Houston, as they were deprived
of an evening ofjoke telling.7

Not all readers were positively disposed toward Gilbert, however. One
reader, who signed his name as "Mustachios," asked what High Private had
against snuff-dipping, following a column in which the physician-humorist
implied that the practice was repugnant. Mustachios countered that women
had few bad habits compared to men and should be allowed to enjoy snuff.
Another reader, known only as "J.H.H.," told the Telegraph that High Pri-
vate, in his estimation, was not that talented and wrote far too frequently.
Gilbert's response was both humorous and self-deprecating: "High Private
tenders this individual his compliments and gently insinuates that he does
not hold himself for nature's anomalies."8

Gilbert's popularity led him to be asked to entertain at occasional ben-
efits. In January 1863, for example, he performed an original, sarcastic
song, "The Yankee President," at a Houston banquet to benefit Terry's
Rangers. Blending biting satire with song and oratory, Gilbert's seven-
verse morale-boosting, patriotic song lampooned Lincoln and his cabinet,
portraying them as vandals sailing the seas of abolitionism with Secretary
of State William H. Seward's compass guiding them—until they crashed
upon the shore of the Confederacy and were soundly defeated by Gen.
John Magruder at Galveston on January 1, 1863.

I'll sing you a new made song, made by a modern pate,
Of a real Yankee President, who took the helm of state
In eighteen hundred sixty-one, as history does relate,
And then began his mad career with Seward as his mate.

'Ichthus, Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, ]une g, 1862, p. 1. It is unclear why Gilbert's work was not
picked up by other newspapers, especially given the newspaper exchange system at die time. Editors
diroughout Texas regularly cited the Telegraph's articles as did odier newspapers diroughout the
Soum, but none of the newspapers picked up Gilbert's humor columns. Thus he did not become
known diroughout the South, as did the Atlanta Constitution's Charles Henry Smiui who wrote under
die pen name of Bill Arp. The editor of the "Item" noted inJuly 1862 that he was disappointed that
High Private was out of town at the time he visited, as he was looking forward to makingjokes widi
him. The editorjokingly added üiat in a way he was glad that the columnist was away from town for
a while "for he is fast robbing us of our fame—his fills never being used in vain . . ."

8 Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, June 13, 1962, p. 5 (quotation). The snuff-dipping article, titled
"She was up to snuff," was written on October 6, 1862. A reprint appears in Gilbert, High Private's
Confederate Letters, 7 1 . "Mustachios" commented on three reports, two by a corresponden t who wrote
local news under the nom de plume "Local." One letter from H. P. Mustachios stated: "Two letters
of your 'Local' have within the past few weeks appeared in your paper ridiculing and execrating
die habit of 'dipping snuff.' I do not pretend to excuse or defend a practice which is of no earthly
benefit to the ladies who indulge in it, although it is said diat it preserves and purifies the teem.
But I should desire to know what caused die virtuous indignation of 'High Private' or 'Local' to
vent itself of a sudden on 'snuff dipping.'" See Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Oct. 17, 1862, p. 1.
High Private's original article ran a week earlier. The reprint is available in Gilbert, High Private's
Second Edition of Confederate Letters, 47. Gilbert's letter commented Üiat he saw a woman in a train
car in Navasota and wasjust about to speak to her when she asked a friend for snuff. H. P. reacted
with, "Geewhilikens! Whew!"
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The song ended on a rousing note, skewering Lincoln while praising the
military talents of Texans:

If I could catch old Lincoln's ear, I'd hold it while I sing,
And with my utmost voice and power would strive to make it ring,
While I proclaimed the fact that he, with all the force he'd bring
Cannot subdue the Texans while summer follows spring.9

Gilbert never became as famous as other Civil War-era humorists because
his work does not appear to have been reprinted in other publications.
Although he was a regional figure, Gilbert's comic sketches were part of
"an extensive popular culture of wartime humor." Like his more famous
comic counterparts, including the Atlanta Constitution's Charles Smith
(who wrote under the pen name Bill ?f), Gilbert recognized both the
psychological value of humor in times of conflict and its role in providing
social and political criticism. Humor, he believed, was not merely an end
in itself, but could be used as a device to praise and encourage the nascent
Confederacy as well as to criticize mistakes, failures, and excesses. Indeed,
historian Alice Fahs has stated that war humor is valuable because of its
ability to provide a critical distance from the conflict, a distance that was
not possible for writers of sentimental and patriotic war literature.10

Although the early blush of excitement at the prospect of war and the
emergence of a new nation was evident in his letters, Gilbert found much
to lampoon about military life. In twelve of his first fifteen comic letters,
all of which were written at Camp McCulloch, Gilbert cast a critical eye
on living conditions, military drills, and his fellow soldiers. Although one
member of the Sixth Texas Infantry described Camp McCulloch as "located
in a beautiful live oak moat," many of the other men who trained there
disliked the location, proclaiming it unhealthy and insect infested. Gilbert
concurred. "The natural productions are dogs, pigs, goats, fleas, snakes,
etc., all ofwhich demand our attention," he said ofcamp life. But he added
that despite such pests, the camp's location was not as bad as some soldiers
intimated, stating, "The position of the camp is a central one, as you can
start from it and go to any part of the world—with a furlough."11

9 Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition of Confederate Letters, 49.
10Alice Fahs, The Imagined Civil War. Popular Literature ofthe North and South, 1 861-1865 (Chapel

Hill: University ofNorth Carolina Press, 200 1 ) , g6 (quotation) , 200-20 1 ; Gilbert, High Private's Second
Edition ofConfederate Letters, 4. The author examined numerous Trans-Mississippi West publications
and found no reprints ofGilbert's columns. Why mis was is not clear; it is possible diat die humorist's
topics were too focused on Texas politics and life for other states' publications.

11Jim Turner, "Jim Turner Co. G, 6ui Texas Infantry, C.S.A. From 1861 to 1865," Texana, 12,
No. 2, p. 151 (quotation); Handbook of Texas Online, s.v., http:/www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/
online/articles/CC/qbc42.html (accessed Apr. 20, 2007); Gilbert, High Private's Second Volume of
Confederate Letters, 5-6.
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Gilbert told readers that the camp's unsanitary conditions led to his
regiment's first pitched battle. In an April 1862 letter that relied on both
language and the situation to provide the humor, Gilbert said the public's
impression of his unit having been inactive was false. A "hard fought battle
of nearly seven months' duration" resulted in a "glorious victory":
No sooner had the regiment to which I belong—or which belongs to me, I forget
which, entered the mot [Nuner's Mot] in October last,—the mot where, when you
fill a basket full of sand, two-thirds of it will jump out!—than it was attacked by a
force gready superior to our own in numbers. The individuals composing the force
first attacked our right and left flanks. Not being supplied with ammunition at that
time, we showered curses upon mem, and being short of lead, we resorted to nails.
Yet they gained upon us. We next tried "fire and sword," but with like result. We then
demanded a cessation of hostilities, but they turned a deaf ear to all demands. We
entreated, we expostulated, we stormed, we did everything but flea, yet the attack on
Üieir part continued. Thus matters raged five months, when, finding their numbers
increasing to an alarming extent, we "fell back in good order" to the opposite side of
a river hard by, and formed a line of batde. Here we met with a new and unexpected
surprise. The prisoners we had captured we had neglected to disarm! They, finding
Üiemselves cut off from the main body, attacked our bodies wiüi renewed vigor. A
council ofwar was held, and it was then and there decided mat "flea" we would not,
and resolved to send for a gross of "flea powder."12

The Sixth Infantry battled to the death—of the fleas. A tired "High Pri-
vate" concluded by telling readers, "Since the victory, I have been so much
engaged in burying the dead that I am much too exhausted to say more at
this time."13

Gilbert's patriotism led him to lampoon military and government offi-
cials, taking them to task for failures and mistakes that he believed harmed
the Confederacy, the state of Texas, and, ultimately, citizens and soldiers.
That his work was published in a newspaper only reinforced the politicized
nature of wartime humor. The Confederate government's inability to pay
its soldiers, for example, was the focus of several of Gilbert's camp letters.
One letter, titled "Soldiering Don't Pay," published in January 1862, used
situational humor, notably the attempts by the hapless High Private to turn
military life into a financially lucrative profession, to demonstrate both the
difficulty of trying to live on $1 1 per month, as well as the impossibility of
paying bills when months went by without pay:
Soldiering as "high private" has not Üius far proved very successful. At the end of the
first month I figured out my condition and it did not meet my expectations. I will ex-
plain. The "Army Regulations" require that every soldier keep his hair cut short. This
costs 25 cents a month. Again, everyone who acts irreverendy, while the Chaplain is

2 Ibid., 24-25.
» Ibid.
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officiating, has a Yankee shilling, or 16 2/3 cents deducted from his pay, and he who
swears an oath is mulcted in the sum of 16 2/3 cents for each swear.14

Paying the barber, the camp laundress, and the company cook, along
with deductions for his irreverence during chapel and the sixty-two swears
he had uttered that month totaled two dollars more than his pay, and thus
Gilbert said he owed the C.S.A. the difference. Yet, merry prankster that he
was, he came up with a waggish solution: "As 'eternal vigilance is the price
ofliberty,' I immediately commenced reforming. I engaged an enterprising
individual to do my swearing at an enormous discount, left off going to
church, and made arrangements to do my own cooking and washing."15

Gilbert reiterated the Sixth Infantry's frustrations over lack of pay in
a letter the following week. After producing a largely humorous column
about what Gilbert claimed were his weak points, he then diverted from his
comic observations, became serious and stated publicly: "Mr. Editor, there
is a screw loose somewhere. Although 'pay day' long since passed, not one
dollar has this regiment yet received. Government can have no excuse for
this, as it prints its bills by steam, and could have furnished what is due
long ago. This it has probably done, "Gilbert said, absolving the Confederate
government of blame. Yet, he offered no solution as to where the funds
might be, broadly stating: "If so, where is the money! If a nut can be found
to fit this screw—and you are the man to find it if any one can—it will be
a capital nut to crack, and you will add another laurel to your brow if you
find it."16

The situation had not changed by February 20, 1862. Toward the end
of one of his letters, High Private noted that the Sixth Infantry had not
been paid since the men had been mustered five months previously. "This,
of course, produces much dissatisfaction, for loved ones at home are cry-
ing for bread," Gilbert said, acknowledging the hardship that military life
was placing on soldiers' families. He added that there could no longer be
any reasonable excuses given by the Confederate government; however,
he blamed no specific individuals. Gilbert's practice of including serious
passages within his humorous stories was a common feature ofnineteenth-
century humor writing. Humorists of the time frequently blended passages
of realism or description into their humor columns when they needed to
express dissatisfaction or provide readers with perspective about the topic
or situation at hand.17

14Gilbert's letter to the Telegraph dated Jan. 20, 1862, and reprinted in Gilbert, High Private's
Confederate tetters, g; Fahs, The Imagined Civil War, 202; Gilbert, "Soldiering Don't Pay," High Private's
Second Edition ofConfederate Letters, 6 (quotadon); "Sundry and Miscellaneous," ibid., 8.

15This letter was originally published onJanuary 20, 1862. Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition of
Confederate Letters, 6 (quotation), 8.

16Gilbert, High Private's Confederate tetters, g.
17Ibid., 13 (quotation); Elton Miles, Southwest Humorists (Austin: Steck-Vaughn, ig6g), 4.
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Gilbert also lampooned aspects of soldiers' lives and work, specifically
the seemingly endless military drills the members of the Sixth Infantry
endured while in camp. According to Jim Turner, another member of the
Sixth Infantry, Camp McCulloch's commander, Col. Robert R. Garland,
drilled his men constantly, teaching them extremely elaborate movements:
"Our Colonel was an old army officer and having spent twenty-five years of
his life in the regular army, was a perfect martinet and everything had to
be done in strict accordance with military rules. He kept us hard at work
drilling and converting the regiment into a machine which would move
with clock-like precision."18

The complexity of the movements made them ripe for satire. Using
wordplay to create much of the humor, Gilbert told readers injanuary 1 862
that drilling was not only hard work, it was near impossible to do correctly
in the early months of his training:
Soon after being initíated, I was placed in an "awkward squad," myselfand a corporal
being the only members. In attempting to perform a difficult evolution denominated
"right wheel," I came in collision with the corporal wiüi so much violence that he
"ground arms" and I collapsed three paces in the rear. A court-martial was the result,
where it was decided that had I spoken in time, the hub-bub might have been avoided;
and that henceforth when drilling eniire-ly alone I must avoid getting in a bad box,
or be lynch-pinned. Wagon, said I, and again rolled to duty.19

High Private proved equally hapless at passing inspections. In a passage
rife with kinetic description, Gilbert provoked his readers' laughter by
demonstrating what the merry prankster High Private had learned from
those endless drills:

The other day an officer came here from headquarters to inspect me and see if I
were not a fit subject for die lunatic asylum. I was called out to the parade ground,
and the whole regiment followed to witness the inspection. They placed me in the
rear of company B, which went ahead to crowd the others along, and the cavalry
companies protected my rear. I was then drummed, fifed and bugled, and witnessed,
and suffocated around the parade ground tfiree times; first in a walk, then in a trot,
then in a gallop. They did not put me through my other gaits, though pacing and
running are the only ones I am fully master of. I then turned three summersets to
prove my agility—and lunacy.20

Through such gende mocking ofmilitary training, Gilbert demonstrated
both the eagerness and the lack of preparedness of early volunteers. Such
writing, as historian Alice Fahs has stated, was not unpatriotic. Rather, it

18Jim Turner, "Jim Turner Co. G," 152.
19Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters, 6.
20Ibid., 12. Gilbert's creation of a hapless military character is somewhat similar to Northern hu-

morist Charles Farrar Browne's creadon ofArtemus Ward who served as a captain in die fictíüous
Mackerel Brigade. Gilbert, however, drew from actual military experience.
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offset the "earnest war literature that insisted on the heroic nobility ofevery
aspect of the conflict."21

Drilling and pay were again the subjects of aJanuary 21, 1862, column
entitled "Perpetual Motion and An Inspection." The sage High Private told
readers that not only was he getting acquainted with camp life, but that
he had invented several useful machines during his free time, including a
drilling machine to drill soldiers.22 Gilbert told readers of other marvelous
and clever inventions he had created, including "a machine that winds
itself up by running down—like some slanderers I know of" and a calcula-
tor that could be used to "count your chickens before they are hatched;
calculate eclipses; reckon how long it will be before the Government pays
off the Sixth Texas Infantry, and in fact perform all desirable calculations."
Gilbert's use ofanticlimax and parallel structure in this letter would remain
hallmarks of his humor.23

Alfhough members of the Sixth Infantry received uniforms made from
cloth manufactured at the Texas state penitentiary, many of the men lacked
shoes as they headed into battìe. Newspapers, including the Houston Tri-Weekly
Telegraph, regularly issued calls for clothes, shoes, blankets, tents, Bibles, books,
and other items for soldiers throughout the war; yet many Texas soldiers
remained ill-clad at times. In a March 1862 letter, Gilbert highlighted his
regiment's desperate need for shoes in his typical fashion—using puns and
other linguistic devices to provoke laughter while building to the anticlimax—
exposing the situation in hopes offorcing authorities—or civilians—to provide
the Sixth Infantry with what the men needed in order to go to war.24

"The month of March has brought me many marching orders, as I an-
ticipated. If it had not, I would have been "April Fooled," his letter began.
The Sixth Infantry, he told readers, had been ordered to join Gen. Earl
Van Dorn in Arkansas:

I will leave here on foot, and only permit those to ride who belong to the "staff." This
I allow so as not to have my progress impeded by staffs or crutches ofany kind. I want

21Fahs, The Imagined Civil War, 212.
22The article's humorous use ofmachinery references resembles die work ofGeorge Horatio Derby,

a U.S. Army engineer and early California humorist who wrote under die names of "Squibob" and
"John Phoenix." It is unclear if Gilbert ever read any of Derby's work, however. SeeJohn Phoenix,
Phoenixiana, or Sketches and Burlesques (New York: D. Appleton, 1856), 17-19.

? Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters, 10-11. Ironically, in a March 10, 1862, article filled
with patriotic rhetoric about die need for more men in the Sixdi Infantry, Gilbert cited a number
of reasons why die Souui would prevail, including: "Every man in die Northern army is fighting
for glory, as he terms it, or for die pay he expects to receive for his services. We, on the contrary,
are fighting for liberty and nothing else." See "High Private's Proclamadon," reprinted in Gilbert,
High Private's Confederate tetters, 25.

24 Jim Turner, "Jim Turner Co. G," 152. On die state penitentiary and cloth production, see
Clayton E. Jewett, Texas in the Confederacy: An Experiment in Nation Building (Columbia: University of
Missouri Press, 2002), 149-160. Many issues of the Telegraph contained either calls for donations
for soldiers or news of fundraisers, including concerts and balls, to provide the money needed to
provide supplies for die troops.
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no staffs but the "staffof life" in my way when I start I want all to keep up with the main
body, alias myself. I fear mere will be some scattering on die "overland route" for the
want of shoes. The scarcity of this article was caused by our suüer. He purchased a suf-
ficient supply of shoes from the Mexicans. They were snugly packed in boxes with the
soles uppermost, and these boxes were carefully marked "this side up," in Spanish; but
he not understanding the Mexican language, turned the boxes over and all the soles
dropped off! They left as quick as the soul leaves die body when it is dosed with prussic
acid. The fact is diey, the aforesaid shoes, were picked before they were ripe.25

Although Gilbert never wrote in dialect or used mechanical misspellings
as did the other Civil War comics of the time, he particularly enjoyed writing
passages where his use of language provoked the humor. For example, in a
February 3, 1862, letter from Camp McCulloch, Gilbert told readers that
his regiment would soon be obtaining uniforms: "The members of the 6th
regiment are not only uniform in their ways of thinking, and acting, but
in a very few days they will be so externally, as the material for clothing has
arrived, and our measures all taken . . ."Similarly, in a February 27, 1862,
letter, Gilbert explained Camp McCulloch's acronyms to the uninitiated: "I
will inform you that CS. is now used for U.S.; the former being an abbre-
viation for Constant Success, the latter for Unaccomplished Subjugation!
CS.P.A. are abbreviations for Civilization Shall Prevail Always . . ." Even
when Gilbert compiled his comic letters into a book almost three decades
after the war, he referred to the conflict as the war of "1861-2-3-4-5."26

When Gilbert was robbed in camp, he again used wordplay—this time
to skewer the thief. "Since my last news effort, some pertinacious scoundrel
not having a due regard for the future stole into my abode at mid-day, stole
one half of my double blanket, and then stole out again, leaving nothing
in exchange as he took his guilty conscience with him. Alas! Poor human
nature, that half blanket will cover a multitude of sins. When he leaves a
blank on this earth, I trust he will also leave that blanket."27

Gilbert also seized upon the popularity of wartime songs and poems to
satirize and lampoon military and civilian issues via rhyme on several occa-
sions. One poem, titled "The Sentinel," for example, provided his readers
a humorous look at sentry duty while acknowledging the serious sacrifices
being made in battle. The first two verses read:

I often wonder as I tread

This solitary beat,
How long before the mighty dead
Shall rise to judgment's seat

25Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition of Confederate tetters, 21.
26High Private, Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Feb. 14, 1862, p. 2 (ist quotation); Gilbert, High

Private's Second Edition of Confederate tetters, p. 5 (2nd quotation).
27High Private, Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Feb. 14, 1862, p. 2.
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How long before diis aching head
Shall from this earth retreat,—

Confound that stump! It nearly bled
The corns upon my feet

I often gaze widi sad delight
Upon the lucid moon,

And think of friends who took their flight
While yet they were in bloom'

And wonder why such early blight
Should send them to dieir tomb.

But hush! Hark! Was diat a sprite?
No! 'Twas a raccoon!28

Gilbert had a lighter side as well, penning merely whimsical sketches at
times. Those articles had a purpose, however. Looking back on his wartime
sketches, Gilbert noted in 1 894: "To some people at this late day, many of
them may appear frivolous, and even nonsensical, but it must be remembered
that those days were days of gloom, and these letters were written to enliven
that gloom." A March 1862 letter from Camp McCulloch, for example, did
just that—creating humor via the situation and Gilbert's use of language.
He told readers of a court-martial and hanging that occurred during his
regiment's training, but not surprisingly, the subject was not a soldier. He
opened his letter to readers by noting: "It becomes my painful duty to record
the fact that our Regimental Clock has been court-martialed and sentenced to
be hung!" The clock faced eight charges, Gilbert noted with mock seriousness,
including: "Charge 1 —The prisoner, ever since it has been in the regiment,
instead of keeping uniform, common time, has kept the most uncommon
time; so much so that every watch in the camp that has tried to run with it
has been spoiled. . . . Charge 5—It has lost time it can never recover, and
gained time for which it has no earthly use . . ." and, perhaps most damning
of all, "Charge 8—It has sounded false alarms when no enemy was near."
Gilbert took readers through the full tribunal, including its not unexpected
sentencing—a hanging ofsorts. "The tribunal, after due deliberation, found
the prisoner 'guilty' of every charge, except the second, and sentenced it to
be hung—on the inside of a tent-pole until the end of the present war," he
noted with glee.29

Although Gilbert would prove himself to be the soldier's friend via his
biting criticism of the government for its inability to properly clothe or pay

28Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition of Confederate Letters, 8.
29Ibid., 4 (ist quotation); Gilbert, High Private's Confederate LeIters, 26-29 (2nd~4Üi quotations).

The original was dated March 13, 1862. The second charge, to which Gilbert refers at the end of
his tale, reads as follows: "It has always manifested a spiteful disposition, and widiout any 'metiiod
in its madness,' has often, for instance, struck twenty-seven when it should have struck but three or
four. Besides, it has been guilty of running down when it should have been up and doing."
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soldiers, the humorist also directed verbal barbs at men who would not
volunteer for military duty. As a forty-one-year-old volunteer and a Con-
federate patriot, Gilbert could not abide men who would not serve their
nation, or who would enlist only if they were made officers. In a pointed
article to Editor Edward Cushing, Gilbert stated: "Please send an enrolling
officer to this neighborhood [i.e., near Victoria] at once, for there are sev-
eral able-bodied men here who will not go to the rescue of their bleeding
countrymen until they can go as commissioned officers. When a man gets
so low he cannot volunteer as a private, he should have an opportunity to
serve as a 'regular.'"30

Another letter closed with a plea for men tojoin the infantry, rather than
wait for cavalry positions. "The Sixth Texas Infantry lacks three companies.
How long shall it be delayed from action for the want ofmen? Men ofTexas,
what say you? It has an abundance of clothing, garrison and camp equipage
for all who may come forward and enlist, and means of transportation to
the field ofaction." Gilbert's plea fell largely on deaf ears, however, as Con-
federate officers noted that most Texans would rather ride to battle than

walk, thus making infantry units unpopular. Indeed, almost two and one-half
times as many Texans served in cavalry as in infantry regiments.31

Gilbert continued throughout the spring of 1 862 to exhort men to fight.
In one of his few serious letters, Gilbert warned readers that Northerners
could—and would—fight. The time, he said, had come for men who had
not volunteered to present themselves for service:
All ofyou who have asserted that one Soudiern man can, all things being equal, whip
ten Yankees, and who acting on this supposition refuse to engage in die strife now rag-
ing, "because there are men enough already in the field," must disabuse yourselves of
Ulis gross error. I am as well acquainted widi the people of the North as I am wiüi diose
of die South, and I tell you die Northern people are not cowards. A man is not neces-
sarily brave because he lives soutli of Mason and Dixon's line, neither is he a coward
because he lives north of it A man born a coward in the North will remain a coward,
even diough he spends his days in die Soudi, and, as die lawyers say, vice versa.'2

Gilbert again addressed the issue of Texas men who refused to fight by
composing a satirical poem, titled "The Home Guard," dedicated to the

x Historian James M. McPherson has stated diat men who volunteered during the first two years
of die conflict, including Gilbert, were die most motivated, patriotic, ideologically driven soldiers.
They constituted die core of the armies and navies. James M. McPherson, For Cause and Comrades:
Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 15-16. Gilbert, High
Private's Confederate tetters, 20 (quotation).

" Ibid., 24-25 (quotation). Military records show diat two and one-half times as many Texansjoined
cavalry regiments asjoined the infantry. Statement ofOrganized Confederate Units, Sept. 1 86 1 , U.S.
War Department, The Warofthe Rebellion: A Compilation ofthe Official Records ofthe Union and Confederate
Armies (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1880), series IV, vol. 1, 628.

52 "High Private's Proclamation," Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, Mar. 26, 1862, p. 1.
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men who chose state service rather than Confederate military service. The
last two verses demonstrated Gilbert's continued contempt for these men
and his recognition ofwomen's patriotic and necessary role in encouraging
men to fight:33

Now when this war comes to an end and we've gained our liberty,
This same Home Guard, among the rest, will shout that he is free,
And tell his boon companions, as they gadier round his fire,
How "we" whipped the bloody Yankees, and caused them to retire
Ye maidens fair take up this song and ring it in the ears
Of every one who stays at home to guard your hopes and fears;
And let them know that you disdain all help from such a source,
And tell them that you have no love for such a manly (?) force.54

Although most ofGilbert's letters to the Telegraph while he was in uniform
focused on military issues, the humorist occasionally used comic writing to
satirize common wartime practices, such as lotteries, which he disapproved,
believing them to be immoral money-making schemes:
Gonzales and Goliad have had tiieir lotteries and distributed their prizes. As I drew
nothing in either lottery but an inference, I will say nothing of my luck, but I am
determined to get my money back, by having a lottery of my own, and I take this
mediod of advertising it. To make it highly respectable I have concluded to call it
a church lottery, and I will turn over to the poorest church two percent of the
net proceeds.55

He then lampooned other lotteries' prizes by offering his prizes which
ranged from 75 jackasses at $146.66 each to 38,500 fish hooks at $1.00
each. He concluded his letter by noting the link between lotteries and the
financial difficulties facing most Confederate citizens during the war. "I am
aware that lotteries are not strictly moral institutions, but when money can
be obtained in no other way, what is a fellow to do?"36

Despite his social criticism, Gilbert was an ardent Confederate national-
ist. In a letter dated March 10, 1862, Gilbert encouraged men to join the
Sixth Infantry using common Confederate nation-building rhetoric and
invective. Northerners, he said, were invaders and mercenary foes "who
come with lust in their eyes, poverty in the purse and hell in their hearts.

55 For more on die role women played to encourage men to fight, see Drew Gilpin Faust, Mothers
ofInvention: Women oftheSlaveholdingSouth in theAmerican Civil War (Chapel Hill: University ofNorth
Carolina Press, 1996), 12-15; Lara F. Edwards, Scarlett Doesn't Live Here Anymore: Southern Women in
the Civil War Era (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 70-73.

54Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition ofConfederate Letters, 3 1 .
55"Biography and Lottery Schemes," reprinted in Gilbert, High Private's Confederate Letters,

38-39·
56Ibid.
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We, on the contrary are acting on the defensive, protecting everything that
is dear to us."37

Gilbert also boosted civilian and soldier morale by demonstrating
the South's moral superiority in an article caustically criticizing the
Union Army's occupation practices in nearby New Orleans. The humor-
ist directed his ire at Union general Benjamin Butler after the general
issued his infamous General Order no. 28 in May 1862, which allowed
the city's women to be arrested on charges of prostitution if they "by
word, gesture, or movement, insult or show contempt for any officer or
soldier of the United States."38 Gilbert's letter ofJune 9th was addressed
to "Major General B. F. Picayune Yankee Butler" at the St. Charles Hotel
in New Orleans. The letter boosted Southern morale by recounting the
general's seemingly dishonorable attitude toward women both before
and during the war:
Dear General: A long time has elapsed since I had the pleasure of receiving a letter
from you. I attribute your silence to the fact, that of late your time has been much
occupied in carrying out your master's instructions, in New Orleans.

How little did you dream, in 1853, at the time you were horse-whipped in the
streets of Lowell, Mass., for insulting some respectable ladies in that city, that in
1862 you would do the same thing again, from a throne in the heart of New Or-
leans!—You promised at the time you were flogged to reform, my dear Pic; and
why did you not keep your promise?

At the time you were simply Blame Fool Buder, as obscure as myself; now you are
"Picayune General" and I am "High Private" of the Confederate States Army!

Times have changed, Pic. I entered the army as a "common private," was pro-
moted through all the different degrees of privacy until I reached my present posi-
tion. You, on the contrary, entered at a "General," and gradually sank from one
degree of infamy to another, until you have at last become a "Picayune General";
and your name henceforth will appear in history alongside of two ancient worthies
like yourself—Nero and Caligula.

. . . Yours, contemptibly, High Private, C.S.A.39
A similar article a year later from Alexandria, Louisiana, lampooned both

the Union Army's inability to obtain recruits as well as Louisiana editors'
willingness to issue newspapers even when no news seemed to exist: "For two
long weeks we have looked for an arrival from the other side, but as Lincoln

" Gilbert, High Private's Second Edition of Confederate Letters, 17-18.
58The order read as follows: "As die Officers and Soldiers of die United States have been subject to

repeated insults from die women calling themselves ladies ofNew Orleans, in return for die most scru-
pulous non-interference and courtesy on our part, it is ordered diat hereafter when any Female shall,
by word, gesture, or movement, insult or show contempt for any officer or soldier ofdie United States,
she shall be regarded and held liable to be treated as a woman of die town plying her avocation." The
order was issued after die women of New Orleans repeatedly insulted and made demeaning gestures
toward Union soldiers and officers. Although die order largely stopped such verbal and nonverbal
insults, it provoked a firestorm of controversy in die North, the Souui, and Europe.

59High Private, Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, June 9, 1862, p. 1.






























