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1 THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY



More than eighty-five years passed between his birth and the end of the remarkable life of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain. In the early 1890s, when the most dramatic of his life events were behind him, and for reasons he never made clear, he began drafting the story of that life. This autobiography, written when he was nearly sixty years old, is a revealing and candid description of that life from its beginnings in rural Maine through his arrival in a military camp outside Portland in 1862. The manuscript likely ends there because, by 1890, he had already published many articles about his life after that period so that retelling them in an autobiography would merely be duplication.

Various copies of the seventy-seven typescript pages are now in the George Mitchell Archives at Bowdoin College and the National Civil War Museum in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Bowdoin College published an edited version of this work in its Orient magazine in 1992 and in book form as Blessed Boyhood in 2013.

The entire work is presented here, complete with typographical and grammatical errors and words that Chamberlain struck through. Explanatory footnotes have been added throughout.

BACKGROUND

In early fall of 1828, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, Jr., and his wife, Sarah, his bride of less than a year, welcomed their first child, a boy whom they named Lawrence. The father, a young lumberman in a region of Maine on the verge of an enormous lumber boom, named him after naval Captain James Lawrence who took command of an American frigate at Boston harbor, sailed it to sea, and immediately engaged a blockading naval frigate. Lawrence, who was mortally wounded during the engagement, is said to have told his men, “Don’t give up the ship!” as they carried him below decks. The heroic captain’s young namesake became the second generation of Chamberlains to be born in Brewer, Maine, on the opposite riverbank from the small but growing city of Bangor. The river between them was made unnavigable upstream by a set of falls that prevented further sailing into the vast Maine woods. Within three decades, this river community would export more lumber than any other port in the world.

Though it was isolated geographically, the merchants and seamen of the area traveled to port from South America to Europe and beyond, returning, when fair seas and piracy allowed, with products and sea tales that far exceeded those otherwise found in the Maine woods. A sailing ship could reach Portland in a day or Boston in two, when weather permitted, while passengers and mail traveled daily to the coast by stage. Here, the story of his life in his own words and style of writing begins.



THE EARLIEST YEARS

On the bank of the Penobscot, thirty miles above the Bay, at the foot of the falls—which in the Maine rivers mark so suddenly the head of navigation—opposite the eastern side of the beautiful and busy city of Bangor, some freak of nature left a monumental headland. Fronting the river with a foothold of some six hundred yards at the water’s edge, the bold outline covers many curious beds, on the western flank a vast bank of clay; in the middle portion mingled with deep drifts of sand and gravel holding in their embrace far-fetched boulders various in size, shape and composition, all so loosely held that once broken the spring floods wash away the surface in great slides to shallow the shelving shores; while the eastern shoulder rises sharp and sheer—a ledge of solid bluestone the thin mould upon it scarcely supporting the stunted cedars and pines and hemlocks which cling to its rugged face, and cast their somber shadows upon the great, dark river rolling swift and silent three-hundred feet below. Rearward, from the south, the far swelling slopes stretch upward so gradually that one approaching from that quarter would hardly be aware of the ascent until he found himself upon the summit, at the very brink of the bank, where foot and eye alike are constrained to pause. Before him, across the waters, he would look down upon the picturesque cluster of buildings which fifty years ago foretold the coming city, already pushing out and upward from its life-center, the Kenduskeag,* like a golden lily from its calyx.† From this height, beyond the near horizon, misty mountain peaks stand out under the shining skies like clue-caped outposts watching the unseen distances. Beneath him, the river, for six miles up and down full-seen or caught in gleams and flashes;—on the one hand rafts of great mast-pines and sawed lumber rushing well-guided through the rips to the busy harbor and docks below; on the other, the long procession of white-winged brigs and schooners bringing in domestic and “West India” goods; and perchance a taller bark with rich violence from East Indian or Pacific seas and bearing away the simple products of the forests and fields. The lower shores well lined with shipyards, smelling sweet with fresh hewed timber and new-laid tar, and thrilling the senses with the drumbeat of axe and saw, and adze and sledge. From this height what visions are vouchsafed! What sweep of thoughts.

Here is the launching-scene, joy-day of the children—crowds of wellwishing neighbors—the thoughtful owners—the care-faced master builder, anxious for all things, prompt to knock away the last wedges on the crisis of the tide! The bold builders, to secure the favor of the ground, setting the hull so high that to meet even the fifteen-foot tide it goes down to its embrace with a leap and a bound. Boon of boyhood, to be permitted to “be launched on board”; for so one proves he can stand up for himself, come what shock will. And then the taut stays, the graceful spars, the bright rigging rove aloft, lifting the soul of youth to dream of unheard-of things! Nor wait for the interpreter of dreams. The growing boy grades his advancing consequence according as he has mounted the “t’gallan” cross-trees, or sat astride the royal yard-arm, or hung his hat upon the truck.‡ Such scenes are schools. Such lessons last for his life and go to character.

Facing about, towards the east and south, the eye followed down the slopes and ever broad, long levels, shading from bright to dark with green home-fields, open wood-lots and uncut forests, until it struck the firm bulwark of the horizon, the noble crowns of the new-named Wrentham Hills, a memory of those left behind, with here and there a broad farm clearing, with its clustered home buildings and great barns shining back over forest and field, over hill and dale, from their bastions and terraces eight and ten miles away. Farther and higher yet stand the solitary summits, Peaked Mountain, Black Cap, and Blue Hill, sun-dials of the morning and mid-afternoon.

This bold crest of observation made the frontage of a homestead, four hundred and forty yards on the river, and with a depth of more than a mile and a quarter, a goodly tract, for contemplation or for exercise. About half of this—the eastern and southern slope—was cleared and set in working and bearing order. In due course of events, this tract was divided lengthwise, in equal portions, between father and son. This father was Joshua Chamberlain,* scion of an old English and New England family, each generation in its day bearing good hand and name in all the hard fighting done for liberty and light, himself somewhat inclined to be independent, self-reliant, self-commanding; with a possible propensity to command others also; early migrating to Maine, and thence being returned as representative to the General Court of Massachusetts; afterwards a Colonel in the war with England in 1812; court-martialed for disobedience of orders in that when a pusillanimous retreat was ordered at the battle of Hampden, he responded by riding to the front with the astonishing declaration, “There shall not a man leave the ground!”† Exonerated and justified by the Court, he was promoted to command the most advanced outpost of the American Army at Eastport, Maine; revenged upon by the British, who burned at his ship-yard on the Penobscot a new ship just launched and another on the stocks; a loss from which he did not recover, but removed farther up the river to his quiet estate, which in the tradition of Norman descent was named Tankerville, marked like himself with bold front and a high head. A man of much dignity of bearing and of speech, never appearing on the street without high hat, full frock, white neck-tie, and gold-headed cane; a staunch Episcopalian well ordering his household, a chieftain at his board, around which all his family and familiars gathered and stood while he asked the divine blessing, like Saul of old while as yet he inquired of God. A stern man, with his own mind and speaking it; but gentle and loving to his own blood or liking, patient towards the weak, forbearing to abuse advantage, scorning dishonor.

The son was named Joshua also, a favorite name by force of some liking for the old, on-going character that “left nothing undone which the Lord had commanded”; a stalwart, earnest, thoughtful, inward-looking man; of a high order of ability; combining both insight and comprehension; with a deep vein of poetic imagination; claiming no special sanctity, but respecting all sanctities; an old-school theologian; not glorying much in free-will,* but holding himself well in hand and himself trusting all to God, casting all upon Him with an almost desperate throw, content to take his place according to the eternal decrees. Yet withal a man among men solid and square, of deep affections, generous and tender, frank and brave; a hale and hearty companion also, with a quick sense of analogies and incongruities, a good critic and not capable of satire, with a wit and drollery of metaphor which in a single sentence would turn the tables on an antagonist, and extinguish an argument in a general roar of laughter.

On the breaking up of his father’s shipyard, he had taken his broad he had manfully shouldered his broadaxe and gone to the St. Croix. Here he found ample opportunity to exercise his previous experience in handling men as well as timber.†

He returned in due time with the reward of many a skilful blow, bought half the homestead, and built on a line with the father’s own and at “dignified distance” from it, under the shelter of the crest of the “bank,” a modest cottage. Hither he brought for bride a daughter of an old Massachusetts family, a group of which after the revolution had settled among the Wrentham Hills—a town’s breadth back from the river—where they held their place and prestige well; comfortable in property, federalists in politics, and Puritan in religion. The bride’s mother was Lydia Dupee, a decided Huguenot* in blood and temperament, descending through three generations of worthy men, from Jean Dupuis, who came to Boston from Rochelle in France in 1685, a refugee from the cruelties consequent on the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes.† A shapely and beautiful figure was the bride, wonderful in grace and courtesy of manners, with sweetness and vivacity of expression both in face and speech, accustomed to praise and not ignorant of adulation; but holding all her virtues immodesty and equipoise. Much of the French temperament there was within this serious English breeding; so that there must have been an unending conflict between her doubly enforced, rigorous orthodoxy and her joyous freedom of spirit and love of the bright and rich and beautiful. This craving was humored by the young husband, who was proud to see its expression in her apparel and home surroundings. Indeed, on the prospect of her marriage she had made a mysterious visit to Boston, and with a portion of her dowry had purchased such furnishings for her modest little boudoir as had not at that time been seen on either side of the Penobscot. She had, moreover, an irresistible sense of humor. (so that with the chosen company of some young cousins on the mother’s side, well-known scenes and characters would be portrayed with such climacteric touches and with such realistic “effects” that an outside listener might deem that these ringing walls were not reaching sounds of merriment, but screams of pain and protest and supplications for very life.) Sometimes, indeed, this mirthful temperament would assert itself at untimely seasons; for there are those who still remember how in somewhat mature years when the requirements of Puritan discipline demanded judicial action, rebuke and chastisement lost half their potency when at some droll plea of the culprit he would see her face turned aside, and her frame convulsed, in a vain effort to maintain “the dignity of the Court.” But in and above all, she was a conscientious, faithful, just and judicious woman.

It was a good alliance, this masculine, Norman-English sternness and strength with the brilliancy and joyousness of the South of France. It promised well of a home where not only melody should ring, but ever varying, deep based, high-toned harmony. It was fulfilled in the sequel of the years.

In this home, on a bright September morning in 1828, the natal day of the Virgin Mary, an “undersigned coincidence,” and hence powerful proof of something, was born to them a boy. The gallant sea-fight off the New England coast in which the heroic Lawrence mortally stricken, went down with the last ringing order, “Don’t give up the ship,” had made so lasting an impression on the youthful imagination of the young man that no name would answer for his boy but that of Lawrence.* So it stood, alone, for years, until long afterwards when about to be written on public records, the mother, loyal to her husband’s house, wished to prefix, at the sacrifice of her instinct of beauty, that other name, by no means tame in its associations, ancient or modern, Joshua.

The lad grew properly; well guarded and instructed. The sunny slope between the two houses with the beautiful spring mid-way, gave ample field for exercise; while walks along the high crest above the river revealed the margin of a wider world. Private instruction from a sweet young aunt, who among other things tried to develop in him an exceedingly deepplanted and reluctant genius for drawing and coloring, gave sufficient exercise and information for his mental powers. Religious obligations were early inculcated and applied.

An unfortunate uncertainty existed between the doctrines of the Jewish, the Huguenot, and the Puritan religions, as to whether the Sabbath began at the sunset on Saturday evening, or at sunrise on Sunday morning, resulted in giving the question the benefit of the doubt, so that both interpretations being adopted, a period of thirty-six hours was set aside as holy time during which nothing that belonged to this world must be touched or thought of, except matters of life and death, if such can be considered as belonging here. Church and Sunday School were strictly attended. Every omission of a single service of either must be made up for by committing to memory one of the Psalms, an appointed portion of the “Beatitudes,” or a hymn from “Watts and Select,” and repeating it at the mother’s knee before sunset Sunday evening.† In due time, the “Assembly’s shorter Catechism” was in like manner recited form cover to cover.‡ Those were not things to smile at then; still less to be smiled at since, or now. For well and fittingly remembered in the after struggles and darkness and temptations of life, as well as in its joys and triumphs, come back upon the tongue as one’s own utterance those strong and soul-supporting messages; and, perchance, riding into the storm of battle, or lying among the lost on the field of carnage, those holy words afloat up in the soul like strains of heavenly music, and then one knows what it means to learn “by heart.”

Another great lesson in life came under the “dark disguise” of a new white hat. The thoughtful father, on a spring visit to New York City wishing to bring home some token not only of his remembrance but of the great metropolis, and meaning to serve usual ends and at the same time to gratify the somewhat romantic tastes of his aspiring little family, had selected several articles of fashionable apparel. In the distribution the boy found himself the favored recipient of a white fur hat, a stiff tall hat. A rich and costly hat. Doubtless imported. Very likely the work of distant kinsmen of his among the descendants of some artist-artisan Huguenot who had escaped murder and banishment in Rochelle. But was it a mercy to be wholly thankful for? No doubt duty, discipline, gratitude, good-breeding demanded thanks all around. But however fashionable in France and sought for in New York City, this was by no means certain to be regarded in the Calvinistic and boy-abounding village of Brewer, Maine. Happily it was rather too good a hat for every day. So the ordeal was to be an appurtenance of Sundays and other festive days. The fortunes of this hat is a tale that could be fitly told only by the weird genius of Ossian. The writer of this, distrusting his powers of detailed description, permits himself to substitute for such an attempt some verses suggested by the subject read at a family gathering in honor of the revered father long years after the events herein recorded. A few things only need be added here by way of preface or explanation. This hat was worn successively by each of the four boys as they reached the age of eight—not commonly, but on proper occasions during three or four years probation and privilege, and years after all of them passed through the great experiences, and two had passed also the final one on Earth, the old hat was found carefully placed among sacred relics in the innermost treasure-room of the house. Not long afterward a sudden fire destroyed a portion of the house, a tongue of flame struck into the recesses, and licked the hat in its embrace consuming that utterly, and nothing else.

THE OLD WHITE HAT.

Nothing but an old white hat! Mocking speech men make of that. Pet of fashion; sport of fate;

Sought in love; cast off in hate. But neath this old hat, I deem,

Slumbers yet some deathless dream, O’er whose reaches, still and far,

Broods this mystic, guardian star. Human hearts are passing strange; Over great and small they range; Lowly things they lift to high; Dying things they let not die.

Question then, this history; Reverent, read this mystery.

In the old home’s treasure-room, Deep recessed in golden gloom, Garnered tokens of the years,

Cherished yet, through smiles and tears, Quaint old things that had their day, Storied, stored, not put away!

Mother’s gift, and childhood’s toy; Nose-gay token of the boy; Maiden wreath of bridal bloom, Breathing still their long perfume; Letters wrapped in laces rare, Bible marked with tress of hair;

Heart’s first gift, and soul’s best truth, Lore of love and light of youth,

Of all life has given, or can, Token yet, and talisman.

What is that amidst them all, Silks that tapestry the wall,

O’er the head of hood and gown, Soft and somber, looking down? What a curious label that!,

“All the boys have worn this hat!” Tall of crown, and scant of brim, Light and white and sleek and slim, Height of city fashion once,

Fitting crown of dude or dunce,

Filled with lessons parabolic, Scourge to some, to other frolic For round just this kind of thing Country boys will form a ring And with mocking reverence greet When encountered on the street.

But one day this hat was bought, ’Twas a favor all unsought,

For a brow most melancholic, Diadem most diabolic.

Then was proved that adage old, Of the great and mighty told,

“Sore the head that wears the crown; Blessed when he lays it down.” ’Twas too good to wear to school; That reversed the holy rule;

Six days rest like that of heaven; Then came one, with devils seven. For to church this hat to wear Tried the spirit martyrs bear;

And the fight to keep it on

Fierce as those that crowns have won. Oft the wearer lingered late

Hoping thus to baffle fate.

When he slowly reached the church From the door with leer and lurch Swung some villain lying flat, “Now, by Jove, I’ll have that hat!” So tis ever; evil still

Mocks and buffets our good will; In the narrow way and strait Hides some Satan at the gate, Now the lad, his conflict o’er

Enters trembling the pew door, Take Heed! Ye with haughty eyes, Nor this little one despise;

For perchance in God’s clear sight None so broken and contrite!

Service o’er new zeal to show, Last to come was first to go, Took the benediction true,

“Peace he sought, and homeward flew. Safe within his room alone

Sat the boy with face of stone;

For high court he now would hold, And give his righteous judgment bold. To the bar he summoned self;

For chief witness that white elf; Jury, all the powers within Scorning cowardice as sin.

Stern the trial, strong the plea, “Take this bitter sup from me!” But with voice and aspect grave

Sentence thus the young judge gave; “Sure this hat was made” he said, To be worn on human head:

Though in my esteem not wise, Good men made it just my size. And the giver, wise though strict Would not willingly afflict;

Nor should e’er a recreant voice Rise against a loving choice.

So ’tis right; and I will dare This in the world’s face to wear,

And through all the gibe and jeer Calmly on my course to steer,

Right to seek, and not turn back; White, though all about is black;

High, though compassed round with love I, and this hat, straight will go!

Thence through many a costly fight Sailed the hat, for freedom’s right, Gage of war; no flag of truce, Proud midst malice and abuse, Boxed and beat, but not let go; Lowered never to a foe;

But like pennon nailed to mast Standing stiffer in the blast.

So it fared for all the rest; Boyhood’s bane was manhood’s test. Till from ordeal dread

Came the hat, still high of head; Broken-brimmed and marred at crown, To a halo softened down;

Trophy of the gauntlets run, Wreath of peace we all had won. Solved is now the mystery, Through the heart’s deep history. For the Father, evermore,

’Neath that hat sees faces four;

Two, that safely passed death’s portal, Bright with youth and truth immortal: Two, still marred by time and strife, Battling up the crests of life.

In his home the father lone, Token keeps of all his own

Guards this hat, so quaint and queer, ’Mong the few things life leaves dear “All the boys have worn this hat.”

Yes, good father, mark you that; In life’s ordeal great and sore Tried and tested, all we four, Never yet to fear or scorn,

Bent the head this hat had worn. Many a noble deed and bold Wrought our sires days of old; Blazonries in battle won

Passed from father to the son. But no kingly touch or word Like this hat hath rank conferred So the crown and lion still

Mark the crest of Tankerville. ’Twas not meet that such a crown To base use should be cast down, Trodden under foot of men, Moulder back to earth again.

So there came a flame of fire, Not with terror, not with ire, But strong messenger of love

Mightier things than death to prove. Through the house he lightly sprung, Straight to where the old hat hung; Nothing common touched he there. One sole thing his sacred care;

Priest-like to be pure he turned, On the altar blessed and burned; Wrought his ministry of love, Bore the white hat soft above.

Now it knoweth no decay Precious in our sight always, Till the father and we four Live again the days of yore

A momentous change in the home surroundings followed the return of the master from a visit to the South. He had been much impressed with the plantation style of living. Accordingly he shortly built a mansion in the midst of his largest, level field at the foot of the slope from the river bank, remote from other houses, and laid out in a large quadrangle for a home-domain, around which he began at once to bring in a number of retainers and dependents, these words being taken both in an active and a passive sense, but all the same most wholly positive. For the retainers were retained, and the dependents surely depended, but could also be depended on.

These were chiefly Irish families of various quality and condition. All were poor, and were favored accordingly. So they were contented and fairly prosperous in the humble cottages the “master” had built for them. All, certainly, would have fought for him “the Captain” in truly feudal or clannish fashion.

[Some, though but coarsely clad and speaking imperfectly our language, were made welcome guests in the house and at the table; where they bore themselves with dignity and often with almost courtly grace, and in their broken speech showed instincts of the blood and scarcely lost traditions of a once royal race.]

The river, and the wide panorama from its bank were lost to view. But fortunately the level field was traversed by a brook. This gave scope for vigorous developments of boy-engineering.

Bridges, dams, water-wheels and probationary mills bestrode the stream, taking the capital of the constructors, and trenching no little upon that of the “landed proprietors” thereabouts. Great was the fun in the freshet times, when all was swept away, and a chaos of elements and fabrics came roaring down the brook, swirling around the trunks of the mighty elms. Then the rallying and rescue; reckless daring and hair’s-breadth escapes; the exhilarating shock of a sudden drenching, and the manly exploit of working wet clothes dry.

But water is not a necessity for marine experiences. Our lad in the meantime had become chief of a platoon, in which four brothers held a sister in their midst, cherished and guarded like the ark of the covenant. This responsibility he accepted and exercised with, literally, a high hand. For as they, in their course of well administered discipline, became able to climb, he had prepared, under the inspiration of great examples, a tall mast, which he and his crew had cut in the deep woods, and which it required a stout yoke of oxen to draw, and then all hands, by aid of blocks and tackles from the “great beams” of the barn, to raise erect, whereupon he sent up in due order all the spars and rigging practicable, to complete the representation of a ship’s foremast. The neighboring rope-walk was laid under charity for stout stays and braces; yards were slung, and caps and cross-trees well secured, for great feats were to be wrought thereon; ox-chains were exalted to the sphere of footropes, while blocks and running rigging were taken by levy or contribution among amused relatives and lenient friends. The mother’s apprehensions of broken bones and other marine casualties were quelled by the proffer of useful service through which her carpets might be beaten, and her blankets and sheets well aired, the same being “bent on” in due order as sails. This led to lively times when a refreshing gale would require sudden reefing, or furling, or sending down altogether. Above all was hoisted and flew from sunrise to sunset the American ensign. Common minds of the outside world saw in this only “Launce’s color-pole” but the loyal, articled crew heard it with scorn; for to their somewhat strenuous experience it was no less than a “man of war.” Ultimately, in token of dignity or defiance, she mounted two guns, trained for either bow. On this exalted instrument were disciplined, developed, tested and approved all the brothers successively, also all relatives who could be lured on board, and all humbler schoolmates who could be impressed into service. The discipline of the ship was stern; the exercise severe.

Especially the duty aloft. The timid and reluctant were clubbed to their stations at various altitudes by the proper officer of the deck. The deserving and enduring were rewarded with rations, which also allured diverse recruits mess time; for a great molasses hogshead with a goodly sediment of sugar was locked up amid-ships, and at stated periods duly opened, at which time also, a sizable tub of doughnuts, a pan of cold sausage or a stack of pumpkin pies would be likely to lend adventitious aid, clandestinely sent round from the abounding kitchen of the house on shore, by the connivance of Huguenot and Irish courtesy and love of fun.

It was mainly fun, then, to be sure; not without a certain suggestion of work; but many who look back upon it from the heat and dust of life are willing to confess that those exercises, developing physical and moral strength, alertness, lightness of limb, sureness of foot and hand, steadiness of eye and nerve, coolness and courage, fortitude and fidelity, voluntary discipline, lifting one a little out of self, all these things learned without the moral disadvantage of real apprenticeship, serve as primary lessons for manhood, and for life.

It must not be thought that in those boyhood days life was all play. There were tasks to be done, duties to be fulfilled. The eldest son in a family of younger children finds many services he can render, both to these and to the parents who do not leave their children to the influences and examples of servants. He is the chief of staff to father and mother. The gauntlet of childhood’s diseases has to be run, and happy is he if having passed his ordeal, can serve as nurse or watcher for the rest in turn. He can see that all is right for night in the house or in the stable. He can guard the younger to school, keep a watchful eye over them there, and “lick” the big boys who torment the little ones.

Those were the happy days before the coming of the dreary machine work of the graded schools, where the laws of the factory supplant the laws of the family; where the ruling thought is to economize force and cheapen products; where all moves by mechanics; the children separated by hoppers and sifted by comb-teeth, elevated by cog-wheels and dumped by travelers; where the younger are withdrawn from the elder, and the sister from the brother; where is utterly lost from use all the good that comes from the presence of the more cultivated and more advanced; the learning by contact of others pushing on before them, and showing how each step is taken; reverence for superiority; the inspiration of the vision of actual achievement won by the same road on which each of the others is winning his way as best he can, all free before him, one cannot help feeling that in the new scheme what is gained in quantity is lost in quality.

In those days the boy, taught to look above him, also looks wide around him. In the midst of his duties and relations toward others by the response of some inward chord he finds himself. Then he has his own horizon to fill, some goal to win, some good or goodness to attain. He will make himself fit and worthy for some work and place in life, such as shall be given or achieved. To a thoughtful boy life is already earnest—already real. Blessed boyhood! Heart unstained; choice free; spring-time and seedtime for all that is to be!

Among the genial influences of those school days there was one of more effect than might be foreseen, or fully comprehended at the time. This was the character of the selections in reading books. Heard and read over and over again, these words take deep and abiding hold.

The noble sentiments and ideals familiarized by such collection as that in the “American First Class Book”* have more to do with forming character than much inculcation of trite, didactic rules. Such poems as Bryant’s “Green River” and “Waterfowl”, have tamed away a turbulent spirit, and strains like “The Apostrophe to Ocean”† and “Marco Bozzaris”‡ have turned the currents of thought away from self and stirred the pulse to nobler ends. A child’s mind is moved by more things than we are apt to take into account.


A boy’s will is the winds will,

And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.§



There was a thawing sun and a soft south wind one long-ago lingering winter’s day in March, and the melting snow-banks shed down their pure waters making a broad pool of bright sea-green in the hollows at their foot. A solitary schoolboy stopped to see wondrous beauty, and stood before it wrapped in thought. The breeze that freshened his brow, the rippling wavelets pressing over towards him, breathed over his spirit from afar some thrilling message known to him alone, and a pure purpose and high resolve were awakened there, which temptation could not touch, nor life let go, nor death dissolve.

Thoughts like these are not unmanly. Nor do they shut a boy up as a dreamer; nor wean him from the world of things. Our lad was among boys. In a not unworthy sense, he was almost an animal among animals. He knew their language; they trusted him, because he trusted them, and kept faith with them.

There were rare secrets in those simple days. Who else in all the world knew where the mysterious night-hawk nested, keeping her secret through very openness and not by craft or cunning, on the bare, flat ledge of the remotest field, she and her brood so like the lichens pressed between her soft, slight body and the sun-steeped rock?

Who else knew the daylight hiding-place of the elusive whippoorwill so dreaded of the household; flitting at evening—invisible form, but incessant, reiterated voice—now seemingly from the lilacs by the doorside, and now from the cherry-tree close under some bed-room window; sending a shiver through hushed hearts, all-helpless, listening to the darkly spoken, inexorable doom or dire sickness or death for some fated loved one there!

But who else could catch the lithe, evasive mare, feeding free in the wide, wild outer pasture, mistress of herself and to be mastered by no man? Vain were it to beguile her with any shallow pan of shaken oats or corn! The unsteady, treacherous eye of her would-be captor would quickly betray itself to her keen inner sense. Behind the outstretched hand proffering these gifts, she sniffed the hempen halter hidden in the other behind the back for her enthrallment. With one disdainful look she would calmly resume her pretended feeding, unbought, unsold!

No more could forty men have caught her with show of force. Did they advance upon her in extended order, thinking to out-flank her and compel surrender by the moral force of the situation? With mane and tail in air like puffs of cannon-smoke she would thunder past them turning their flank in terror and confusion, securing a more commanding position on distant and higher ground. Did they disperse in skirmishing order, or scouting parties, to take her at unawares and cut off her retreat? She would come down like a
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	* Kenduskeag Stream flows about 30 miles from the west into Bangor, striking the Penobscot River at a perpendicular angle, providing waterfront space for berths where ships could unload their cargo directly into downtown stores and warehouses.

	† The calyx (modern spelling) of a flower is the green part that supports the blossom and from which it emerges. Kenduskeag Stream flows about 30 miles from the west into Bangor, striking the Penobscot River at a perpendicular angle, providing waterfront space for berths where ships could unload their cargo directly into downtown stores and warehouses.

	‡ “T’gallan” Topgallant is a sail cloth in the topmost section of the sail on a square-rigged sailing ship. A truck is the rounded top of a mast that helps shed water away from the top and through which the halyards are passed.

	* The author’s grandfather and namesake. The author’s parents named him Lawrence Chamberlain at birth, rather than Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, III. A few years later, at his mother’s request the name Joshua was added as a first name. There is no evidence that he ever used the “III” after his name.

	† On September 3, 1813, a small British fleet landed 750 soldiers and several artillery pieces near the present-day town of Hampden, ten miles downriver from Bangor. Reportedly, between 300 and 600 local militia turned out to oppose the British force. Chamberlain’s grandfather and namesake, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, a major of militia, commanded the left wing of the American force. The entire engagement lasted just twenty minutes, as the Americans fled as soon as the British forces arrived on the field. Major Chamberlain tried, in vain, to rally the panicked and fleeing men but to no avail. Two years later, a court-martial cleared him of any wrongdoing in the fiasco.

	* As the name implies, Free Will Baptists held to the doctrine that God did not control every aspect of their lives but rather allowed humans to determine their own fate through their own actions. During the nineteenth century, there was a substantial presence of Free Will Baptists in Maine, including a significant congregation and church on Essex Street in Bangor.

	† The St. Croix River forms the eastern boundary of Maine with Canada seventy miles eastward from Brewer. Lumber operations in those days required a river to transport the logs to sawmills downstream where they were sawn into boards and loaded onto ships. Felling trees with a broadaxe and then dragging them to the riverside via oxen was dangerous work, usually done in winter when the ground was frozen. With the spring melt, the logs would roll into the river and men with cleated shoes would run across the tops of them, driving them downstream to their destination.

	* Huguenots were members of the Protestant Reformed Church of France at a time when most of France was overwhelmingly Catholic.

	† The 1598 Edict of Nantes granted rights to Protestant Huguenots in largely Catholic France. It was revoked by Louis XIV in 1685, declaring Protestantism illegal. This caused an exodus of hundreds of thousands of Protestants from France and an increase in hostility among France’s Protestant neighbors.

	* During the War of 1812, Captain James Lawrence commanded the USS Chesapeake against HMS Shannon. After being mortally wounded during the battle, he is said to have cried out “Don’t give up the ship” as his men carried him below. Lawrence’s friend Captain Oliver Hazard Perry heard of Lawrence’s actions and raised an ensign to the top of his ship with the famous cry stitched into it.

	† Rev. Isaac Watts was a prolific English hymn writer whose works were published in 1707–1709 in the book Hymns and Spiritual Songs in Three Books. In 1840 Dr. Samuel Worcester, professor of rhetoric at Amherst College, published a collection of hymns he titled The Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs of the Rev. Isaac Watts, D.D. to Which Are Added Select Hymns From Other Authors. This newer volume became known as “Watts and Select” in contrast to the “Watts, unabridged.”

	‡ The Assembly’s Shorter Catechism was originally compiled in 1647, at the height of the English Reformation, so parents and clergy could train their children to be good Protestants.

	* The American First Class Book: Or, Exercises in Reading and Recitation by John Pierpont, 1835.

	† From Lord Byron’s “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.”

	‡ A hero of the 1821 War of Greek Independence, described in a poem by Fitz-Greene Halleck.

	§ From “My Lost Youth” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Bowdoin College, class of 1825.

	* Characters from Homer’s Odyssey. They were each sea monsters on either side of a narrow strait.

	† A curve obtained by intersecting a cone with a plane.

	* Diocles was a Greek mathematician and scholar of geometry who lived from about 240 BC to about 180 BC. He is believed to be the first person to prove the focal property of the parabola. His geometric curve, or “cissoid,” solved the mathematical problem of doubling the cube.

	† “Boxing the compass” is the action of naming all thirty-two points of the compass in clockwise order.

	‡ Literally “belly to the ground” but meaning “at high speed.”

	§ In 2 Samuel 13:18, Absalom was the third son of David who, after plotting to supplant his father as king, was killed by David’s general Joab. This happened when, after riding under a tree, Absalom’s hair was caught in the branches leaving him trapped and vulnerable.

	* Aeolus was the Greek god of wind.

	* Loopholes in a fort or wall are small slits through which those inside can shoot out while exposing the least amount of themselves to return fire.

	† Rev. Dr. Sewall Tenney was pastor of the Congregational Church in Ellsworth from 1835 to 1873.

	* Matthew 8:32, “And He said to them, ‘Go.’ And when they had come out, they went into the herd of swine, and behold, the whole herd of swine ran violently down a steep place into the sea and perished in the waters.”

	† One of the commands for driving oxen, “gee” means turn right, and is pronounced “jee.” The others are “haw” for turn left, “back,” “come up” for move forward, “whoa,” and “stand.”

	* In sailing parlance, the lee rail of a ship was the one away from the direction of the wind. Scuppers were holes in a vessel’s side at the deck level that allowed water to drain off. If the main beam was dripping, the vessel was leaning hard enough for it to be exposed above the waterline, and the lee was rail under water.

	* Dudley H. Johnson was a lieutenant in Company H of the 17th Maine Infantry Regiment when he was killed in the Battle of Chancellorsville in May 1862. He was two years younger than Joshua Chamberlain.

	* Bangor, just across the river from the Chamberlain home in Brewer, was home to a theological seminary. The distance between the two was two miles.

	† In September 1814, thirty-three years before this time in the narrative, Chamberlain’s paternal grandfather and namesake commanded one of the units of local militia in an ill-fated attempt to stop a force of 3,000 British regulars from invading the Bangor area at Hampden during the War of 1812. The American militia line collapsed and fled almost immediately after the British arrived on the field. Major Joshua L. Chamberlain was acquitted of responsibility at court-martial sometime later.

	* Chasseurs, literally translated as “hunters,” were French light infantry and cavalry soldiers first organized during the War of Austrian Succession in 1743. By 1788 there were about a dozen such units in the French army.

	* Abbatis is a French word describing a military barrier formed by laying a log horizontally and fastening pointed sticks to it, directed outward to thwart attack by enemy infantry or cavalry. They were commonly used during the Siege of Petersburg, Virginia, in the last year of the Civil War.

	* A one-humped camel.

	† A common river vessel in Maine, a bateau was a rowboat, pointed at bow and stern, used to convey goods, equipment, and other burdens. Sometimes referred to as the “white man’s canoe” it served a purpose similar to that of the Native American birchbark canoe. It was not uncommon to find one or both types of these vessels in the woods or brush at popular river crossings.

	‡ The reference to Baptists has to do with their practice of baptizing by immersion in water rather than the sprinkling of it on the forehead of those being baptized.

	* Interestingly, the described events are quite similar to many such expeditions on Katahdin that a young Teddy Roosevelt took part in during his late teens with two local woodsmen. Roosevelt later credited the two men and the rugged Maine landscape with making him both a man and a conservationist.

	* William Lyman Hyde (Bowdoin, class of 1842) originally of Bath, Maine, taught in Ellsworth from 1842 to 1845, and at the Bangor Theological Seminary in 1848, the year this portion of the story describes.

	* Hayes became a lawyer in Russellville, Kentucky, but died in 1854, three years after he graduated from Bowdoin.

	* By use of four “hands” or, in this case, hands and feet.

	† Professor William Smyth taught mathematics at Bowdoin from 1824 to 1868.

	* The French phrase au pas de charge means “at the double step.”

	† “Tityrus lying under the cover of a spreading beech tree.”

	‡ Literally translated, coup d’oeil means “stroke of the eye” and in English is replaced by “glance.”

	* Daniel Raynes Goodwin (Bowdoin, class of 1832) was professor of modern languages (including French) from 1835 to 1853. He was also the college librarian from 1838 to 1853, when he left to become president of Trinity College.

	† Nathaniel Hawthorne was a graduate of Bowdoin, class of 1825.

	* Alpheus Spring Packard (Bowdoin, class of 1816) was professor of ancient languages and classical literature from 1824 to 1865. His son, William Alfred Packard (Bowdoin, class of 1851), became a professor at Dartmouth and Princeton.

	† The schoolhouse to which he refers is in the vicinity of what is now the Cooks Corner shopping area.

	* “Everything in this country breathes classic history. All remember the days of Cavalleria, and the glories of ancient Spain.”

	† Publius Cornelius Tacitus was a Roman senator and historian whose works included a biography of his father-in-law, Agricola, conqueror of Britain. Juvenal, or Decimus Iunius Iuvenalis, was a Roman poet who wrote the Satires.

	‡ Calvin E. Stowe was professor of natural and revealed religion from 1850 to 1852.

	* Elements of Rhetoric, by English rhetorician Richard Whately, was published in 1828.

	† “The spirit of Loda shrieked, as he rolled up to join the wings of the wind.” From “Fingal,” a poem by eighteenth-century Scottish poet James Macpherson, which he claimed to have based on early Gaelic legends. The Spirit of Loda is said to be symbolic of the Scandinavian god Odin.

	‡ Harriet Beecher Stowe’s husband, Calvin, mentioned above, was professor of natural and revealed religion at Bowdoin.

	* Stowe is said to have written her epic novel in the parlor of the Stowe home on Federal Street and in her husband’s office in Appleton Hall when the house became too noisy and distracting. Published in 1852, the book sold more copies in the nineteenth century than any other book except the Bible.

	† Parker Cleaveland taught mathematics at Bowdoin for twenty years, and chemistry, minerology, and natural literature for fifty-three years.

	‡ Thomas C. Upham was professor of mental and moral philosophy from 1824 to 1867.

	§ Bishop Joseph Butler wrote his infamous Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature in 1736.

	* An original program from the commencement exercises is held in the Chamberlain Family Papers in the Special Collections Department of Fogler Library at the University of Maine at Orono.

	† Literally translated as “the third thing,” the term tertium quid refers to an unknown element in company with two that are known.

	* Literally translated as “We who are about to die salute you,” “Morituri Te Salutamus” was the title of a Longfellow poem written for the fiftieth anniversary of the Bowdoin class of 1824.

	* Joseph P. Thompson was pastor of the Broadway Tabernacle Church in New York and a leading Congregationalist. Chamberlain’s Bowdoin classmate Oliver Otis Howard was a layman in the church. Along with Leonard Bacon, Richard Storrs, and Henry Bowen, Thompson founded the newspaper Independent in 1848, primarily to combat the extension of slavery.

	* Mabel Harlakenden married Colonel John Haynes who became governor of the Colony of Connecticut in 1639.

	† Grace Dupee Chamberlain, whom her parents called “Daisy,” was born October 16, 1856.

	* Their second child, Harold Wyllys Chamberlain, was born October 10, 1858.

	† This was Captain Joseph Badger, president of the Pejepscot Bank in Brunswick.

	‡ Horace Beriah Chamberlain, whom the family called “Hod,” the second of four Chamberlain brothers, died in December 1861.

	* The Chamberlain’s fourth child, Emily Stelle Chamberlain, was their second child who died within a year of birth.

	† It is interesting to note that, decades after its conclusion, Chamberlain described several major themes of the war but made not even the slightest mention of slavery.

	* James H. Nichols helped raise a company of men and was appointed a lieutenant in Company K of the 20th Maine. His habit of “drinking intoxicating liquor to excess,” however, prevented his further promotion.

	† The horse, a dapple gray known locally as “the Staples horse,” was said to be worth the enormous sum of $900, about the value of a modest rural home at that time. Chamberlain named him “Prince,” and his handsome appearance attracted much attention during his service in the army, including that of President Abraham Lincoln. It was for this same reason, however, that Chamberlain avoided riding him when in close proximity to the enemy.
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