
The Youth of Old Age
In  h is e ig h ty -n in th  y e a r , in  1934 , Jo h n so n  B rig 

ham  p u b lish e d  T h e  Y o u th  o f  O ld  A g e , h is  la s t  

book . A  g la n c e  th ro u g h  its  p a g e s  m a k e s  o n e  w o n 

d e r  w h e n  o r if Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  e v e r  b e c a m e  o ld  

in sp irit. T w o  w e e k s  b e fo re  h is d e a th  h e  w a s  in 

v ited  to  c o n tr ib u te  a n  a r t ic le  to  th e  Io w a  S ta te  

R e g is te r . A t  th e  a g e  o f e ig h ty , in  1926 , h e  a n d  

M rs . B rig h a m  to o k  a  tr ip  a ro u n d  th e  w o r ld , s to p 

p in g  a t  M u k d e n , M a n c h u r ia ,  to  v is it th e ir  e ld e r  

d a u g h te r , Id a  B rig h a m  S to rm s . T h r e e  y e a r s  la te r  

th e  B rig h a m s  m a d e  a  se c o n d  v is it to  C h in a .

T h e  Y o u th  o f  O ld  A g e  c o n ta in s  m u ch  o f th e  

a u th o r  s p h ilo so p h y  o f life. I t  is a  b ra v e  b o o k , a  

w h o le so m e  o n e  fo r  o ld  a n d  y o u n g  to  re a d . In  h is 

P re fa c e  he  sa id  th a t  h e  w a s  g ra te fu l  fo r  a  co m p e 

ten ce  th a t  m a d e  him  fu lly  in d e p e n d e n t  a n d  fo r  

g o o d  e y e s ig h t th a t  e n a b le d  him  to  c o n tin u e  h is 

re a d in g  a n d  re re a d in g  o f a  v a s t  n u m b e r o f b o o k s. 

A f te r  th e  d e a th  o f h is w ife  he  h a d  s p e n t h o u rs  in  

se a rc h  o f item s th a t  w o u ld  confirm  h is b e lie f  in  th e  

p o ssib le  y o u th fu ln e s s  o f o ld  a g e . T h e s e  h e  h a d  

co llec ted  in to  a  co m p en d iu m , a d d in g  in a  c h a t ty  

a n d  in d iv id u a l m a n n e r  so m etim es a  p e rso n a l a n d  

som etim es a  p h ilo so p h ica l co m m en t. R e v ie w e rs  

re fe r re d  to  him  a s  " th e  y o u th fu l o c to g e n a r ia n ."
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T h e  d e a th  o f h is  w ife , L u cy , in  1930, b ro u g h t  to  

a n  e n d  n e a r ly  fo r ty  y e a r s  o f  id e a l c o m p a n io n sh ip  

in m a rr ia g e . A  fe w  y e a r s  la te r  b o th  h is  d a u g h te r ,  

Id a  B rig h a m  S to rm s , a n d  h e r  so n  R o b e r t  d ie d  a t  

M u k d e n , M a n c h u r ia .  H is  o th e r  d a u g h te r ,  M a r y  

B rig h a m , h a d  m a rr ie d  J. M a rs h a l l  Jo h n so n , a n  

a rm y  m an , a n d  liv ed  in  m a n y  p la c e s  in  th e  U n ite d  

S ta te s ,  b u t  a lw a y s  k e p t  in  c lo se  to u c h  w ith  h e r  

p a re n ts .

In  s p ite  o f  th e  lo n e lin e ss  o f  Jo h n so n  B r ig h a m 's  

la s t  y e a r s ,  h is  f r ie n d s  c o m m e n te d  u p o n  h is  s e re n ity  

o f  m in d , a  q u a li ty  w h ic h  h e  h a d  a p p a re n t ly  c u lti 

v a te d  th ro u g h o u t  h is  life . H e  h a d  a c q u ire d  th e  

a b il i ty  to  e n c o u n te r  s o r ro w  a n d  to  b u ry  it d e e p ly  

w ith in  h im se lf, re m a in in g  o u tw a rd ly  s e re n e  a n d  

m e n ta l ly  a le r t .

T h is  q u a li ty  is e v id e n t th ro u g h o u t  T h e  Y o u th  

o f  O ld  A g e  a n d  is seen  in b o th  h is  ch o ice  o f  se le c 

tio n s  a n d  in  h is re fle c tio n s . T h e r e  is a  n o te  o f d e 

lig h tfu l iro n y  a p p a r e n t  in th e  b o o k . In  1905, a t  

th e  a g e  o f f if ty -n in e , h e  h a d  e n tit le d  h is t r ib u te  to  

h is w ife , A n  O ld  M a n  s  Id y l;  b u t a t  th e  a g e  of 

e ig h ty -e ig h t  h e  r e p e a te d ly  d e c la re d  th a t  life  b e g a n  

a t  s e v e n ty .

Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  h a d  a lw a y s  p o sse sse d  th e  fa c 

u l ty  o f m a k in g  a n d  h o ld in g  fr ie n d s . H is  w o rk  on  

th e  C e d a r  R a p id s  R e p u b lic a n  h a d  b ro u g h t  him  

in to  c o n ta c t  w ith  R ic h a rd  C la rk s o n  o f th e  R eg is~  

ter; la te r  h e  c o u n te d  a m o n g  h is  c lo se  f r ie n d s  

G a r d n e r  C o w le s  a n d  H a r v e y  In g h a m . H is  a c tiv e
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m em b ersh ip  in th e  Io w a  P re s s  a n d  A u th o r s ’ C lu b , 

o f w h ic h  h e  w a s  tw ic e  p re s id e n t, e n a b le d  him  to  

c o n tin u e  h is c lo se  to u c h  w ith  th e  e d ito rs  a n d  th e  

w r ite rs  o f Io w a . A  m em b er o f th e  U n i ta r ia n  

C h u rc h  s in ce  1900, h e  s e rv e d  a s  p re s id e n t  o f th e  

U n ita r ia n  L e a g u e , a n d  a t  o n e  tim e w a s  p re s id e n t  

o f th e  S ta te  U n i ta r ia n  A sso c ia tio n .

In  a d d it io n  to  h is h is to r ic a l a n d  l i te r a ry  in te r 

e s ts  h e  k e p t in  to u c h  w ith  th e  b u s in e ssm e n  o f D e s  

M o in e s  th ro u g h  d ire c to rs h ip s  in  v a r io u s  b a n k s  a n d  

in su ra n c e  co m p a n ie s ; fo r  a  tim e h e  s e rv e d  a s  v ice- 

p re s id e n t o f th e  W a te r b u r y  C h em ica l C o m p a n y . 

H e  p a r t ic ip a te d  a c tiv e ly  in th e  G ra n t ,  th e  P ra ir ie , 
a n d  th e  B a n k e r s ’ c lu b s.

O n  h is e ig h tie th  b ir th d a y , on  M a rc h  11, 1926, 

M r. a n d  M rs . G a r d n e r  C o w le s  h o n o re d  Jo h n so n  

B rig h am  w ith  a  d in n e r  g iv en  a t  th e  W a k o n d a  

C lu b  fo r 2 50  in v ite d  g u e s ts . H is  w o rk  a s  lib ra r ia n , 

c itizen , a n d  le a d e r  w a s  la u d e d  b y  Jam es B. 

W e a v e r ,  L ew is  W o r th in g to n  S m ith , a n d  M rs . 

A lice  W e i tz .  H a rv e y  In g h a m  c lo se d  th e  p ro g ra m

w ith  a  to a s t  e n tit le d  “ T h e  H ig h  L ig h ts  o f E ig h ty  
Y e a r s .”

T e n  y e a r s  la te r  th e  D e s  M o in e s  L ib ra ry  C lu b  

p la n n e d  a n  h o n o ra ry  d in n e r  to  c e le b ra te  th e  S ta te  

L ib ra ria n  s n in e tie th  b ir th d a y . B e c a u se  o f illn ess  

th e  g u e s t o f h o n o r  co u ld  o n ly  lis ten  o v e r  th e  ra d io . 

A t th e  b a n q u e t, in  h e r  to a s t  to  “ J ° h n s o n  B rig h am , 

N in e ty  Y e a rs  Y o u n g ,” M rs . A lice  W e i tz  s a id :

T he glory of a m an’s life lies not in the scarcity of his
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enemies but in the quality  of his friends. . . .  I offer this 
toast to his grace of mind, his love of his friends, his to ler
ance of those who disagree with him, his elegance of taste, 
his courageous philosophy, his unm atched conversational 
powers, and  his greatness of heart.

S e v e n  m o n th s  la te r , on  O c to b e r  9, 1936 , th e  e n d  

cam e . T h o u g h  h is h e a lth  h a d  b een  fa ilin g , th e re  

w a s  n o  p ro lo n g e d  illn e ss . T h r e e  d a y s  la te r  h e  w a s  

b u r ie d  a t  C e d a r  R a p id s  in  th e  O a k  H ill C e m e te ry  

b e s id e  h is  w ife .

T h e  C e d a r  R a p id s  G a z e t te  c a r r ie d  th e  fo llo w 

in g  w o r d s :  “ T h e  S ta te  o f Io w a  o w e s  m u ch  to  

Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  fo r  th e  p re s e rv a tio n  o f its  h is 

to ry . . . . B rig h a m , h o w e v e r , w a s  m o re  th a n  a  

h is to r ia n , fo r  h e  w a s  in flu e n tia l in  m o ld in g  th e  a c 

tiv itie s  o f h is  a d o p te d  s t a t e / '  T h e  e d ito r  m ig h t 

h a v e  a d d e d  th e  w o rd s  o f S a m u e l Jo h n so n  w h e n  h e  

p a id  h is  final t r ib u te  to  h is  f r ie n d , O liv e r  G o ld 

sm ith : “ he  a d o rn e d  w h a te v e r  h e  to u c h e d ."
L u e l l a  M . W r ig h t


