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The Days of His Youth
V e r y  fe w  Io w a n s  h a v e  liv ed  a s  r ic h ly  a s  d id  

Jo h n so n  B rig h am . D u r in g  a  c ro w d e d  life tim e  o f 

n in e ty  y e a rs , B rig h a m  o c c u p ie d  a  p o s t u n d e r  L in 

co ln , e d ite d  th e  C e d a r  R a p id s  R e p u b lic a n  d u r in g  

th e  1 8 8 0 's , s e rv e d  b rie fly  a s  co n su l a t  A ix  la  C h a -  

p e lle , c re a te d  th e  M id la n d  M o n th ly  in  1894, a n d  

fro m  1898 to  h is d e a th  in 1936 h e a d e d  th e  S ta te  

L ib ra ry  in  D e s  M o in e s . A s  a  w r i te r  h e  w a s  e q u a l

ly  v e rs a ti le  —  a s  a  m in o r p o e t, a n  e s sa y is t, a  c ritic  

o f d isc e rn m e n t, a  b io g ra p h e r , a n d  a n  o u ts ta n d in g  

h is to r ia n  o f th e  s ta te  o f Io w a .

B o rn  in C h e r ry  V a lle y , N e w  Y o rk , on  M a rc h  

11, 1846, th e  y e a r  Io w a  b ecam e  a  s ta te , h e  w a s  

c h r is te n e d  D e  W i t t  C lin to n  Jo h n so n  B rig h am ; 

la te r  he  d ro p p e d  th e  firs t tw o  n am es. D u r in g  h is 

b o y h o o d  h is a t te n tio n  w a s  tu rn e d  w e s tw a rd  b y  th e  

lo n g  lines o f C o n e s to g a  w a g o n s  s tre a m in g  th ro u g h  

C h e r ry  V a lle y  from  A lb a n y  to  th e  M iss iss ip p i.

H is  fa th e r , P h in e a s  B rig h am , tra c e d  h is a n c e s 

t r y  b a c k  to  T h o m a s  a n d  M e rc y  ( H u r d )  B rig h am , 

w h o  e m ig ra te d  fro m  E n g la n d  a n d  s e tt le d  in M a s -

225



s a c h u s e t ts  in  1635 . H is  m o th e r , E liz a  ( J o h n s o n )  

B rig h a m , w a s  d e s c e n d e d  fro m  th e  p io n e e r  fam ilies  

o f Jo h n so n  a n d  S to n e  in c e n tra l  N e w  Y o rk . A f te r  

a t te n d in g  th e  p u b lic  sc h o o ls  in  C h e r ry  V a lle y , 

Jo h n so n  e n ro lle d  in E lm ira  A c a d e m y  in E lm ira , 

N e w  Y o rk . E lis a d v a n c e d  e d u c a tio n  w a s  in te r 

r u p te d  b y  th e  C iv il W a r .

In  1862 y o u n g  B rig h a m  tr ie d  to  e n lis t in  th e  

1 5 3 rd  N e w  Y o rk  I n f a n t r y  b u t  w a s  re je c te d  b e 

c a u s e  o f h is a g e . D is a p p o in te d , h e  w e n t to  W a s h 

in g to n  w h e re  h e  b e c a m e  a t ta c h e d  to  th e  U n ite d  

S ta te s  S a n i ta r y  C o m m iss io n  a s  a  h a ll b o y . S o o n  

h e  w a s  a d v a n c e d  to  th e  p o s itio n  o f re lie f  a g e n t. 

O n e  o f B r ig h a m ’s f irs t ta s k s  w a s  th a t  o f re p o r t in g  

on  th e  firs t e x c h a n g e  o f U n io n  a n d  C o n fe d e ra te  

s o ld ie rs  n e a r  S a v a n n a h . H e  w a s  a s s ig n e d  to  th e  

G e n e r a l S e d g w ic k , a  n o r th e rn  b o a t, c a r ry in g  5 ,0 0 0  

s o u th e rn  so ld ie rs . W h e n  h e  b o a rd e d  th e  C o n fe d 

e ra te  s te a m e r , th e  N e w  Y o r k , h e  fo u n d  h u n d re d s  

o f n o r th e rn  so ld ie rs  a w a it in g  e x c h a n g e . S o m e 

w e re  b a re fo o t,  m a n y  u n a b le  to  w a lk , a n d  m o st 

w ith o u t  u n d e rc lo th in g . T h e  n e x t  d a y  B rig h a m  

s p e n t  h o u rs  fe e d in g  th e  h u n g ry  so ld ie rs  w ith  

S a n i ta ry  C o m m iss io n  s o u p ” m a d e  from  m ea t, 

b e a n s , a n d  to m a to e s , a n d  in d is tr ib u tin g  sh ir ts , 

so ck s , u n d e rw e a r ,  a n d  c o a ts .

B y  1864 y o u n g  B rig h a m  h a d  a c q u ire d  a  fla ir fo r  

w r it in g . H is  p u b lic a tio n , a n  official re p o r t  o f th e  

p r is o n e r  e x c h a n g e , a d v a n c e d  him  to  a  firs t a s s is t-  

a n ts h ip  u n d e r  Jo h n  Y . C u ly e r  in  th e  c e n tra l office
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of th e  U n i te d  S ta te s  S a n i ta ry  C o m m iss io n , a  p o s t 

w h ic h  h e  h e ld  u n til th e  c lo se  o f th e  w a r .

T h e  W a s h in g to n  sc e n e  e tc h e d  u n fo rg e t ta b le  

p ic tu re s  o n  th e  y o u th ’s m in d , p a r t ic u la r ly  o f L in 

co ln . Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  w a s  g iv en  th e  p riv ile g e  b y  

M r . C u ly e r  o f e x e rc is in g  “ a  co a l b la c k  s ta llio n  

w ith  a  ru n n in g  re c o rd  on  th e  L o n g  Is la n d  c o u rs e .” 

F re q u e n t ly  on  th e  a v e n u e s  o f W a s h in g to n ,  B rig 

h am  m e t th e  P r e s id e n t ’s c a r r ia g e . H e  n e v e r  fo rg o t 

th e  ta ll g a u n t  m an  “ w h o  s a t  le a n in g  fo rw a rd  w ith  

h is e lb o w s  on  h is k n e e s ,” a n d  w h o s e  c o u n te n a n c e  

w a s  “ in fin ite ly  s a d .” A lm o s t d a ily  w h e n  C u ly e r ’s 

fleet s ta llio n  p ra n c e d  b y , L in co ln  w a v e d  h is b ig  

h a n d , a s  B rig h a m  la te r  w ro te , to  s a lu te  “ th e  h a n d 

so m est h o rse  in  th e  D is t r ic t .”

T h e  e a r ly  m o n th s  o f 1865 fu rn ish e d  o th e r  m em 

o rie s  o f P re s id e n t  L in co ln . O n  th e  ra w  a n d  d is 

a g re e a b le  d a y  o f M a rc h  5, Jo h n so n  B rig h am  lis 

te n e d  to  P re s id e n t  L in co ln  a s  h e  re a d  h is S e c o n d  

In a u g u ra l  A d d re s s . A f te r  L e e ’s s u r re n d e r , B rig 

ham  a n d  o th e rs  m a rc h e d  w ith  a  b a n d  to  w e lco m e 

th e  P re s id e n t  b a c k  from  th e  f ro n t. G o o d -n a tu re d 

ly  L in co ln  a p p e a re d  on  a  b a lc o n y , a n d  e x p re s s e d  

h is a p p re c ia tio n . T h e n , tu rn in g  to  th e  b a n d  le a d e r , 

h e  s a id :  “ T h e  C o n fe d e ra c y  h a s  o n e  tu n e  w h ic h  I 

v e ry  m u ch  like  a n d  s in ce  w e  h a v e  c a p tu re d  th e  

C o n fe d e ra c y , I th in k  th e  tu n e  g o es w ith  it. Ju s t to  

p le a se  m e, w ill th e  b a n d  s tr ik e  u p  ‘D ix ie ’?” A n d  

a s  th e  d ru m s  a n d  fifes p la y e d  th e  fam ilia r  a ir  th e  

“ P re s id e n t  b e a t  tim e w ith  h is b ig  fo o t, a n d  a  g en ia l
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sm ile  m a d e  h is  s tro n g  h o m e ly  fa c e  a lm o s t b e a u t i 
fu l .”

Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  n e v e r  fo rg o t  G o o d  F r id a y  

n ig h t  o f 1865 . H e  k n e w  L in co ln  e x p e c te d  to  a t 

te n d  L a u ra  K e e n e ’s p re s e n ta t io n  o f  “ O u r  C o u n try  

C o u s in ” in F o r d ’s T h e a te r .  L a te  th a t  n ig h t, a s  h e  

p a s s e d  th e  e n tr a n c e  to  th e  th e a te r ,  h e  ra n  in to  an  

e x c ite d  c ro w d . H is  in q u iry  b ro u g h t  a  q u ick  r e 

sp o n se . “ H a p p e n e d ! ” s h o u te d  a  m an , “ M y  G o d , 

b o y , th e y ’v e  k ille d  th e  P re s id e n t! ”

A ll n ig h t  y o u n g  B rig h a m  re m a in e d  n e a r  b y  

h o p in g  a g a in s t  h o p e ” fo r  th e  re c o v e ry  o f th e  

P re s id e n t .  A t  se v e n  in  th e  m o rn in g , “ th e  so lem n  

to llin g  o f th e  b e lls  a n n o u n c e d  th a t  th e  e n d  h a d  

c o m e .” T h e  fo llo w in g  T u e s d a y  h e  jo in e d  th e  

m o u rn e rs  w h o  p a s s e d  so le m n ly  b y  th e  P r e s id e n t ’s 

b ie r  a t  th e  W h i t e  H o u s e . T h e  n e x t  d a y  h e  

w a tc h e d  th e  fu n e ra l  c o r te g e  m o v e  d o w n  P e n n s y l 

v a n ia  A v e n u e . P e r h a p s  re c a llin g  th e  e a r l ie r  s a 

lu te s  w h ic h  th e  P r e s id e n t  h a d  g iv en  th e  b la c k  

s ta llio n , Jo h n so n  B rig h a m  w a s  e sp e c ia lly  s a d 

d e n e d  b y  th e  r id e r le s s  h o rse  w h ic h  fo llo w e d  th e  
fu n e ra l c a r r ia g e .

In  1868, a t  th e  a g e  o f  tw e n ty -o n e , Jo h n so n  

B rig h a m  e n te re d  H a m ilto n  C o lle g e  a t  C lin to n , 

N e w  Y o rk . T h e  fo llo w in g  y e a r , w h e n  C o rn e ll 

U n iv e rs i ty  f irs t o p e n e d  its  d o o rs , B rig h am  re g is 

te re d  a s  a  ju n io r . A lth o u g h  h e  re m a in e d  b u t  tw o  

se m e s te rs  a n d  d id  n o t  ta k e  a  d e g re e , th is  y e a r  

b ro u g h t  him  c o n ta c ts  w ith  se v e ra l s tim u la tin g
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m in d s . Ja m e s  R u sse ll L o w ell, G e o rg e  W ill ia m  

C u r tis , a n d  L o u is  A g a s s iz  w e re  v is itin g  le c tu re rs  

a t  C o rn e ll. B rig h a m  s tu d ie d  u n d e r  tw o  o f th e se . 

F ro m  G e o rg e  W il l ia m  C u r tis , id e a lis t, o n c e  a s s o 

c ia te d  w ith  B ro o k  F a rm  a n d  la te r  e d ito r  o f 

H a r p e r  s  “ E a s y  C h a i r ,“ h e  g a in e d  a  n e w  a p p re c i 

a tio n  o f l i te ra tu re . U n d e r  th e  re v e re d  A g a s s iz  he  

s tu d ie d  g e o lo g y  a n d  zo o lo g y . B rig h a m  w o n  th e  

c o v e te d  G o ld w in  S m ith  p riz e  in  h is to ry  a t  C o rn e ll.

B eco m in g  d e e p ly  in te re s te d  in jo u rn a lism , B rig 

h am  a n d  fo u r  o th e r  s tu d e n ts  fo u n d e d  T h e  C o rn e ll  

E ra .  Y e a r s  la te r , p e rh a p s  in  ju s tify in g  h is v o lu n 

ta r y  w ith d ra w a l  from  C o rn e ll w ith o u t a  d e g re e , 

h e  sp o k e  o f  jo u rn a lism  a s  a  p o o r m a n ’s co lleg e , 

w h ic h , h e  fe lt, “ h a d  fitted  him  a s  w e ll a s  m a n y  

m en  fo r  th e  d e s tin ie s  w h ic h  th e y  w e re  to  fulfill in  

l ife .” T h is  d ec is io n  b ro u g h t  to  a n  e n d  h is a c a 

dem ic  sc h o o lin g , b u t  H a m ilto n  C o lle g e  a n d  C o r 

nell U n iv e rs i ty  h a d  d e v e lo p e d  h is d e e p  in te re s t  in  

l i te ra tu re  a n d  h is k een  c ritic a l fa cu ltie s .

L u e l l a  M . W r ig h t


