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A L L Y N  STOKER

BROW N T H U R S T O N ’S YEAR 
PORTLAND, MAINE, 1855

As individuals, we can have a solipsistic self-awareness, bu t 
we can’t really know who we are w ithout reference to how we 
relate to everything else. A nd ju s t  as o u r individual life experi­
ence is largely in ou r personal m em ories, ou r collective experi­
ence, as a nation  and  as hum ank ind , is largely know n though  our 
public m em ory, which we call history.

As historians, we know  th a t history is the dynamic, exciting, 
always changing story o f  who we are, how we got here, how we 
have achieved what we have achieved, and  how we’ve som etim es 
got ourselves in to  terrib le  messes. History is vital and it's about us, 
b u t unless we know ab o u t it, it can ’t be part o f ou r experience. 
A know ledgeable u n d ers tan d in g  o f o u r collective past, o f who we 
are and w here we’ve com e from  and  o f how things have got to be 
as they are, is as im p o rtan t to o u r well-being as a nation  as ou r life 
experience and  personal m em ory are to o u r m ental health  and 
well-being as individuals. As individuals and  nations, we need  to 
have a sense o f who we are and  how we relate to things; and  the 
need  is so fundam ental tha t if we d o n ’t have such knowledge, we 
m ake things up. A peop le  o r na tion  w ithout a collective m em ory 
based on facts, is like a pe rson  w ithout m em ory, disconnected 
from  past experience, incapable o f m aking sound  judgm ents, 
and susceptible to fantasy. In that case, bo th  individual and 
nation are likely to get in to  serious trouble. P e r s o n a l  d o c u ­
m ents, diaries, o r collections o f  letters can provide an exciting 
opportun ity  to in troduce  studen ts bo th  to the past and  to history 
as a discipline by focusing on the experiences o f a real person  
living in a particu lar place and  time. A diary like Brown 
T h u rs to n ’s is excellent for such p u rp o ses .1 I t’s ne ither a literary 
diary nor a private confessional; it’s a so rt o f day book, with b rief 
notes about w here he w ent and  what he saw and  what he d id  -  
mostly in Portland, M aine. As a docum ent, the diary records no 
epochal events. It is n o t a literary diary, and  T hurston , although

136



Courtesy o f the author.

137



a p ro m in en t and  active citizen, was like m ost o f us only a m ino r 
historical figure beyond  his own family. T he diary, how ever, with 
its cryptic references to people, events, and  daily life, is ideally 
suited  as a pedagogical tool: T h ere  is a g rea t value in exploring 
real historical docum ents. T hey offer the  excitem ent o f a living 
detective adventure  an d  have m uch  historical value. T he diary 
is personal and  enigm atic, full o f cryptic references to people 
and  events. I t’s partly a puzzle and  partly  a mystery to be solved.

Brown T hurston  (1814-1900) was the eldest son o f the 
R everend David T hurston  and  P rudence  Brown T h urston  of 
W in th rop .2 His fa ther was an em inen t clergym an, an overseer of 
Bowdoin College, a trustee  o f the  B angor Theological Seminary, 
and  one o f M aine’s leading  abolitionists. Because o f p o o r health  
at age seven, Brown was sent to live in B ucksport with an aunt, 
Mary T hurston  Blodgett. In 1831, at age seventeen, his health  
having im proved, T h u rsto n  w ent to Lowell, M assachusetts, to 
learn  the art o f p rin ting  at the Lowell Observer. A fter two years, 
he  m oved to New York, b u t fo und  little opportun ity  fo r work as 
a p rin ter. So, like m any M aine m en in such a situation, he signed 
on as seam an on a N antucket w haler fo r what becam e a voyage 
o f four years. Back in M aine in 1838, the  twenty-four-year-old 
T hurston  worked as a p rin te r in Brunswick, Hallowell, and 
Bangor. In 1840 he started  his own p rin tin g  business in Augusta, 
and  in the following year he m oved to Portland , w here he was in 
business with several partners until abou t 1847, w hen he becam e 
sole p ro p rie to r of his p rin ting  business.

By trade and profession, Brown T h urston  was a prin ter, 
com piler, and publisher. Besides p rin ting  for o thers (including 
the Portland Transcript and  the M aine H istorical Society), he 
com plied and published m aps and  local reference works. In 
1846, he becam e publisher of the P o rtlan d  City D irectory. He 
was the first p rin te r in Portland  to use a pow er press, e lectrotyp­
ing, stereotyping, and  wood-engraving. At one tim e he p rin ted  
all the school books for the city.

Besides business in terests (he was also involved with rail­
roads and o ther ventures), he was active in politics, in the 
tem perance and anti-slavery m ovem ents, and  in the  found ing  of

BROWN THURSTON’S YEAR
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Brown T hurston, photographed  perhaps in the early 1890s. A prin ter, compiler, and 
publisher, T hurston  com pleted work for the Portland Transcript and the Maine Historical 
Society. In addition, he published the Portland City Directory.

Courtesy of the Norlands Living History Center.

the R epublican party  in M aine. H e was deeply com m itted  to 
work in the H igh S treet C ongregational church  and  becam e a 
deacon in 1856. H e  was an active m em ber o f the Maine 
Historical Society.

At m idcentury , Portland  was a bustling com m ercial and  
sh ipping cen ter with a popu la tion  o f about 25,000. Besides 
coastal and  in te rnational shipping, P o rtland  had  regu lar transat­
lantic steam ship  service beg inn ing  in 1853. City leaders estab­
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BROWN THURSTON S YEAR

lished a B oard o f T rade in 1854 and hustled  to establish railway 
links with M ontreal and  Q uebec in the h o p e  o f becom ing  the 
principal seaport for Canada. Portland  was also a way station  on 
the "u n d erg round  railway” for fugitive slaves on  their way to 
M ontreal and  to St. John , New Brunswick. By 1855, Samuel 
D ennis W arren ’s p ap er com pany in W estbrook  was producing  
one-and-a-half tons o f p ap er a day from  rags im ported  to the 
P o rtland  docks from  E urope, India, and  Japan . Jo h n  Davis’s 
Spruce G un factory em ployed 200 w orkers and  p u t up  1,800 
boxes o f gum  a day. But P o rtlan d ’s lead ing  en tre p ren e u r was 
Jo h n  B undy Brown. His Portland  C om pany m anufactured  
railway locom otives, boilers, and  heavy m achinery; his Portland  
Rolling Mills p roduced  steel for railway construction; and  in 
1855, his five year old Portland  Sugar C om pany opened  a new 
eight-floor sugar house which em ployed 1,000 m en to turn 
m olasses im ported  from  the W est Indies into 250 barrels of 
g ranu la ted  sugar a day. City boosters p red ic ted  that before  the 
end  o f the century, Portland  would grow to becom e a city o f half 
a m illion people (equal to the popu la tion  o f the whole state of 
M aine in 1855).

THE RHYTHM OF LIFE
If Brown T hurston  can be considered  typical (and there is 

no th ing  in his diary to indicate that his schedule was unusual), 
the rou tine  o f a Portland  businessm an was as follows:

5:00 a.m. Rise (In sum m er, as early as 4:00 a.m.)
6:00 a.m. Take a walk and breakfast.
7:00 a.m. A ttend m orning  prayer m eeting. (These 
in terdenom inational m eetings seem  to have been  
prim arily for business and professional people, 
perhaps having the social function  o f a Kiwanis 
breakfast, bu t they were daily and  they were 
essentially religious in character.)
8:00 a.m. T he workday began.
N oon to 2:00 P.M. D inner. (This was the princi­
pal meal of the day, taken usually at hom e.)
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BROWN THURSTON’S YEAR

2:00 P.M. R etu rn  to work, with a tea b reak  at 
abou t 4:00 P.M., som etim es at the office, som e­
tim es in the city with inform al m eetings.
5:00 to 6:30 P.M. Supper tim e. (This m eal was 
usually at hom e; on busy days T h u rsto n  re tu rn e d  
to the office an d  w orked un til 8:00 o r even 10:00 
P.M.)

Most evenings T h u rston  a tten d ed  m eetings, lectures o r 
cultural events betw een 7:30 and  10:00 P.M. H e w ent to  bed  
between 10:00 and  11:00 P.M. on  m ost days, b u t som etim es he 
was up as late as 1:00 a.m. This appears to be an  ex traord inarily  
busy life, b u t m ost peop le  m en tio n ed  in the diary apparen tly  
followed m ore  o r less the sam e schedule. N o w onder peop le  
occasionally m issed appo in tm en ts -  though n o t T h u rs to n  -  on 
account o f having fallen asleep.

As late as 1855, P ortland  seem s to have been  a city whose 
rhythm  was m ete red  in com m ercial b u t no t industria l term s. 
The time-work schedules o f farm ers and  craftsm en seem ed  still 
to dom inate. M onday, for instance, was a light day at work; the 
pace increased  on  Tuesday, b u t this was still som ew hat leisurely. 
W ednesday was a full day at work, and  Thursday, the heaviest day 
of the week. T h u rsto n  som etim es w orked until 8 P.M. o r even 
later, and  this does n o t seem  to relate to particu lar deadlines 
such as ge tting  o u t a special Friday publication. Friday was a full 
work day, som etim es heavy, bu t m ore often  like Tuesday. Satur­
day was a day o f  rest and  the principal day fo r family recrea tion .

A ccording  to the new spapers, there  were lectures, plays, 
and concerts schedu led  every weekday and  som etim es on  week­
ends. T raveling exhibitions were usually open  d u ring  m idw eek 
from  9:00 a.m. to 9:00 P.M., apparen tly  to accom m odate  peop le  
in the city on  business du ring  the day, and  city w orkers d u ring  the 
evening. O n  Saturdays there  were often  special p rog ram s in the 
afte rnoon  th a t seem  to have been  m ore family o rien ted . W eek­
day evening activities included  thea tre  and dances as well as 
m eetings and  lectures, and  the traveling exhibits ran g ed  from  
panoram as an d  d ioram as -  such as the one depicting  “' T he Trial
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o f our Saviour ...featuring twenty-three authentically  costum ed 
pieces o f statuary of full life size” to the exhibition o f a 160.5-pound 
lum p of gold, said to be the largest ever discovered.

T h u rsto n  often a ttended  lectures o r political m eetings on 
Mondays, Tuesdays, and  W ednesday evenings an d  occasionally 
on T hursday o r Friday. H e reserved Saturday evenings for the 
weekly prayer m eeting o f Sabbath  School teachers. H e was 
perhaps the m ost regular m em ber in a ttendance , an d  in D ecem ­
ber 1855 he becam e su p erin ten d en t o f the Sabbath  School, a 
position he held  for twelve years. H e d id  find tim e to  heft the 
giant lum p o f gold and  n o ted  that its w orth was estim ated 
“betw een 30 and  $40,000.”

T h u rsto n  always re fe rred  to Sunday as the Sabbath, and  for 
him  it was a day apart. H e occasionally lam ented  tha t Christian­
ity was in decline, that no t enough  peop le  a tten d ed  services, so 
his Sunday schedule was probably  n o t at all typical: there  were 
Sabbath School and church services in the m orn ing , with a 
“luncheon” break  -  they took no d in n er on Sunday, b u t they did 
often have guests to lunch betw een services -  then  back to church 
for ano ther full service in the a fternoon , then  supper and a 
Sabbath concert in the evening. T he concerts seem  to have been 
a com bination  o f musical service and  regu lar service; there  were 
testim onials and  preaching, and  som etim es a lecture on far-away 
places by a recently re tu rn ed  m issionary.

T hurston  often a ttended  evening services o r "concerts” at 
ano ther church. T here  was apparently  a great deal o f in ter­
church visiting on Sunday evenings. How ever he seldom  m en­
tioned being accom panied by the rest o f the family and  when he 
does m ention  his family, he presen ts it as o f special note, so I 
suppose his attendance at Sunday evening services generally to 
have been  by himself. This seem s to  have been  a w orld in which 
regular church a ttendance and  o th e r church m eetings and 
program s were predom inantly  the business o f m en.

CULTURAL LIFE: EVENTS & ACTIVITIES
A part from  church concerts, T h u rston  d o e sn ’t seem  to 

have a ttended  concerts o r plays offered  in the city. H e did visit

BROWN THURSTON’S YEAR
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BROWN THURSTON’S YEAR

some exhibitions (the lum p o f gold, fo r exam ple), and  he was so 
favorably im pressed with the Panoram a o f “The Pilgrims P rogress” 
(Septem ber 26) that two days later, he took his wife an d  young 
son to see it. H e a tten d ed  the ch ild ren ’s floral procession  on  the 
4th o f July and, on Thanksgiving day, an evening concert by his 
bro ther Sam uel’s school o f  vocal m usic. In 1855, apart from  
lectures, these are the  only “non -chu rch” en te rta inm en ts  he 
m entions attending. H e apparen tly  passed up the chance to see 
the recreation  o f “T he Trial o f o u r Saviour,” with its tw enty-three 
life-size statues in au then tic  costum es, which was op en  to “re­
ceive visitors” daily from  9 a.m. to 9 P.M. during  the first week 
of July. N or does he m en tion  any o f his family a tten d in g  e ither 
of the two circuses in P o rtland  that week.

He did a ttend  a lo t o f lectures. Beside two o r th ree  chu rch  
services on Sunday, with their asso rted  preachers, and  the 
speeches at political m eetings, T h u rs to n  a tten d ed  one o r two 
lyceum or library lectures alm ost every week. H e was on the 
lecture com m ittees o f the M ercantile L ibrary Association an d  of 
the YMCA -  b o th  o f which sponso red  a regular series o f lectures 
on a wide range o f topics. T h u rsto n  a tten d ed  many o f those and  
other lectures, he ld  in L ancaster Hall, D eering Hall, the City 
Hall, o r at churches. Below is a sam pling from  January  and  
February:

January  4th: Cassius M arcellus Clay o f Kentucky, 
the g rea t so u th ern  abolitionist and  journalist.

January  10th: T hom as Starr-King, the Boston 
m inister who later, in San Francisco, was im por­
tan t in keep ing  C alifornia in the  U nion du ring  the 
Civil W ar.

January  23rd: Frederick Douglass, the o u tstand ­
ing A frican-A m erican  re fo rm e r o f the n in e ­
teenth-century . (T hurston  la ter b o ugh t and  read  
a copy o f D ouglass’ au tobiography.)

February 1st: (in Lewiston) G eorge Shepard, p ro ­
fessor o f H om iletics at the B angor theological
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BROWN THURSTON’S YEAR

Sem inary, who spoke on  Swift’s Gulliver's Travels. 
(T hurston  b o ugh t and  read  Gulliver's Travels.)

February 6th: H enry  W ard Beecher, who spoke 
on Patriotism .

February 10th: A Mr. L incoln o f the Kansas 
T erritory , p ro m o tin g  em igration  to save Kansas 
from  slavery.

February 14th: A Dr. Solger o f G erm any, who 
spoke on the E uropean  W ar.

T h u rsto n  was responsib le  for arrang ing  a course o f lectures 
on religion, featuring  p ro m in en t representatives o f d ifferent 
C hristian denom inations. T hese were sponsored  by the YMCA 
and held  in various churches from  April th rough  June . In the 
Fall, the YMCA sponso red  two courses o f lectures on geology: 
the first a series o f six lectures by Professor A. Guyot o f H arvard; 
the second, six lectures by Professor O.P. H ubbard  o f D artm outh, 
the last o f which was on  C hristm as Eve.

Portland  audiences liked to get their m oney’s worth. W hen 
T h u rston  re tu rn ed  from  H u b b a rd ’s lecture on D ecem ber 7, he 
wrote: “My wife & Charles Sc m yself a tten d ed  the first lecture on 
geology by Professor H u b b ard  o f D artm outh  College, The 
lecture was ra ther a failure, as he talked less than  an h o u r and 
seem ed troub led  what to say even for that tim e .” Professor 
H u b b a rd ’s lectures d id  get be tter; he no ted  that the second, 
“upon  m etam orphic rocks, the crust o f the earth , & c. was m uch 
b e tte r than  the last.” T h u rsto n  a ttended  the whole series.

These lectures, p resen ted  four years before the publication 
o f D arw in’s Origin of Species, were respectful o f religion, bu t they 
challenged Biblical literalism , as evident from  notes on an o th er 
series T hurston  was a ttend ing  at the sam e time. A Dr. B oynton 
p resen ted  a self-sponsored series o f eight lectures on geology, 
scheduled no t to conflict with Professor H u b b a rd ’s lectures. 
A ccording to B oynton’s advertisem ent, the lectures were illus­
trated  by stunning  paintings, “alone w orth the price o f admis-
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sion.” T hurston  a tten d ed  all th ree  series -  twenty lectures in all 
-  and he found  them  all “very in te res tin g /' H e d id n 't m en tion  
Dr. B oynton’s "stunning  p a in tings,” b u t he d id  rep o rt the 
following on D ecem ber 11th:

Dr. Boynton lec tu red  this evening on  the R eptil­
ian Period. H e re la ted  an  anecdo te  that occu rred  
while he was lec tu ring  in C onnecticu t last year on  
the subject. A deacon, a fte r hearing  him  lec tu re  
w hen he said tha t som e tracks which he exhib ited  
in a rock  he  h a d  w ith  him , w ere m ade by 
m am m outh  [sic] rep tiles th a t lived thousands o f 
ages before  m an was created , called a prayer 
m eeting, to pray fo r those who a tten d ed  his 
lectures, that they m ight n o t becom e infidels, 
from  hearing  such heresy.

T h u rs to n ’s religion apparen tly  caused no p rob lem  for him; 
after the last lecture on  D ecem ber 15, he wrote, “his lectures are 
exceedingly in te resting  an d  instructive .”

T h u rs to n ’s father, the R everend  David T hurston , was one 
o f the lead ing  antislavery activists in M a in e / But Brown did  
m ore than  ju st give m oral su p p o rt to his father. H e was active 
politically and  personally  in the  anti-slavery m ovem ent and  his
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involvem ent with the u n d erg ro u n d  railway is ev ident in  these 
two entries in m arch 1855:

M arch 6th. -  H ad a call from  Mr. P o tte r this 
evening concerning a p o o r fugitive from  the state 
o f Georgia, who is at his house sick. I p rom ised  
to take a physician with m e and  go to see him  
to-morrow.

M arch 23rd. -  Wife & I went over to the poor 
house to see a fugitive that I have been  in strum en­
tal in getting into the institu tion  -  having spen t 
m ost o f the tim e for th ree  m onths in the open  air, 
in getting away from  slavery, is now entirely 
helpless by rheum atism . H e ’s getting be tter.

These were not isolated acts. At one time, T h u rston  and his 
friends had  thirty fugitive slaves u n d e r their care.

If slavery was the prim ary national issue, and  it seem s to 
have been, tem perance seems to have been  the m ajor local issue 
in 1855. T hurston  actively su ppo rted  bo th  Neal Dow and 
tem perance; he cheered  the April victory when Dow was elected 
M ayor and  a majority o f alderm en were T em perance  men:

April 3rd. -  The long agony is past -  the battle 
betw een tru th  & e rro r has been  fo u g h t-  & victory 
for tru th  has been  won -  the battle  was a bloodless 
one -  bu t it was all pow erful and  the news cheered  
the hearts o f thousands in this and  very distan t 
places. Neal Dow is elected Mayor by abou t fifty 
majority.

T h u rston  defended  Dow after the “Rum  R io t” o f Ju n e  in 
which one m an was killed and  seven w ounded:

Ju n e  4th. -  T here is quite an excitem ent here  
concerning  the riot, and  any am ount o f  false-
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hoods are set afloat by T he State o f M aine &
Argus, and  rum m ies generally. T he rum m ies 
have adv’d [advertised] a m eeting  o f  the citizens 
this P.M. to allay excitem ent -  ra th e r to increase 
it if rightly in te rp re ted . I w ent to Bath this P.M. 
and  took down a pow er press I have ju s t  p u r­
chased. I learn the “citizens” had  the ir m eeting  & 
got F.O.J. Smith from  W estbrook to com e in and  
m ake a speech full o f rio t & revolution. Mr. J.B.
Brown was astonished to hear such a speech f r ’m 
any one. He was glad to say it was n o t m ade by a 
citizen o f P .1

O n Ju n e  5, he wrote: “M ayor Dow was acqu itted  to-day, his 
persecutors no t having m ade a single po in t against him . They are 
rather crestfallen.”

T he biggest political m eetings o f the year in P o rtlan d  were 
both in August. The first was a massive rally an d  anti-slavery 
m eeting to com m em orate the twenty-first anniversary o f the  end  
of slavery in the British W est Indies. It was h e ld  at a park  in 
Buxton on August 1, with special trains from  Portland . T he 
second was the first big convention  o f the R epublican party  in 
Maine betw een August 13 and  A ugust 16. T he R epublicans 
com bined tem perance and  anti-slavery forces, b u t were chiefly 
identified as the anti-slavery party. T h u rsto n  a tten d ed  b o th  
events and  becam e an active m em ber o f the  R epublican party  in 
Portland. O n Septem ber 7th he served as chairm an o f the 
Portland caucus to nom inate  R epublican candidates fo r the 
legislature.

Locally, however, tem perance  was th eb u rn in g issu e . W hen 
the new R epublicans were defeated  in the city elections in 
Septem ber, T hurston , a leader in the local party, wrote: “W e 
have got p retty  handsom ely w hipped in the city.” A nd on  
Septem ber 19, reflecting on  the  election, he wrote:

H ad  a sp irited  discussion this eve. on  the  M aine 
Law, Neal Dow, the election, & c. in which it was 
p retty  m uch decided  tha t the principles o f the
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M aine Law were good, Neal Dow a pretty  well 
m eaning m an & the election lost because we had  
no t votes enough.

C onsidering T h u rs to n ’s a rd en t anti-slavery activity, one o f 
the m ost in teresting entries in his diary was an account o f the  visit 
o f an old acquaintance.

Septem ber 18th. -  Charles L. Thom as, an old 
school m ate o f my boyish days, now of Mobile, 
and a slaveholder, called upon  m e this P.M. I had  
not seen him  for m ore than  20 years. I was 
rejoiced to see him  and  took him  hom e with me 
to supper. H e spen t the evening with us, and  we 
had  a sociable tim e, talking over the scenes o f ou r 
youthful days. I fo u n d  him  to be possessor o f 
m ore than sou thern  principles upon  the subject 
o f slavery, sustaining it from  the Bible & C onsti­
tution. I called u p o n  Mrs. Day with him  during  
the evening.

T h u rsto n ’s reform  energies ex tended  beyond political ques­
tions. In Decem ber, T hurston , along with others, began a 
m inistry to boys at the R eform  School.

D ecem ber 2nd. -  “At 2 o ’clock I started  with 20 
others, for the Reform  School, to assist in the 
Sabbath School there. T here  were 200 boys in the 
school, and it was an affecting sight to see so m any 
little boys, who need  a m o th e r’s care and  w atch­
fulness, shut up  there  for crim e. These children 
are many of them  betw een the ages o f 7 & 12, and  
no doub t would n o t have been  there  if they had  
good parents. No d o u b t they are taken care o f 
b e tte r -  be tter instructed  & in every way it is 
probable their condition  is b e tte r than w hen at 
hom e.
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Temperance was a consum ing political and moral issue in Brown T hurston  s Portland. 
The June 1855 Rum Riot brought m atters to a head in what T hurston  called the “battle 
between tru th  & error."

M H S Collections.

D ecem ber 23rd. -  Sabbath School this P.M. at the 
Reform  School. 1 took Francis ou t with me. [his 
8 year old son G eorge Francis] My class recited  
the ir lessons well &: paid  very close a tten tio n  to 
the explanations I m ade them . I pray G od that it 
may lead them  to Christ.

W H AT’S MISSING FROM THE DIARY?
W hile Brown T h u rs to n ’s diary is crow ded with miscella­

neous details o f his public and private life, it is essentially a kind 
of personal daybook, and there  is m uch we w ould like to know 
that is not included. For exam ple, family rela tionsh ips seem to 
be very im portan t and  there are m any references to family visits 
and travel, bu t there  are very few details o fT h u rs to n ’s family life.

T h u rsto n  traveled widely by steam  packet and  rail, but 
except for one  trip  with an invalid sister from  G orham , New 
H am pshire, to the railway at C oncord , there  are  few insights into 
what travel was like. T here  are  cryptic references to his business.
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b u t no details. -  (They w ould have been  part o f his business 
records.) Likewise, a lthough  several p ro m in en t P o rtland  busi­
nessm en appear in the diary as church  m em bers o r in connec­
tion with politics, there  are no references to com m erce and  
industry  in Portland .

Holidays are conspicuous by their absence. O ne  o f the 
biggest surprises was how little seem s to have been  m ade o f the 
Fourth  o fju ly  as a “patrio tic  holiday.” And, for all o f T h u rs to n ’s 
involvem ent with his church , even Christm as and  Easter are 
given little no te  and  no  m ention  o f special religious celebra­
tions5"

Only one holiday day is specially no ted  in his diary with a 
handw ritten  heading: Thanksgiving day. But the en tire  en try  for 
the day -  from  this m an who often gave thanks fo r special 
belssings -  is as follows: Spent m ost o f the day at hom e -  heard  
Mr. C hickering preach  in the fo renoon  & a tten d ed  a concert by 
T h u rston  & Shaws this evening.” T hurston  & Shaw, a school o f 
vocal music ru n  by b ro th e r  Sam uel and  Jo h n  Shaw, regularly 
p resen ted  concerts and  recitals, bu t this is the only one that 
T hurston  notes having a ttended . We may guess that he had  
turkey or chicken for Thanksgiving d inner, for the day before  he 
noted: “Fowls are  less p lenty and h igher in price than  I ever knew 
before: Turkeys 20 cents & chicken, 18 cents.”

T hough he often notes special services and serm on topics, 
there  is no m en tion  o f Easter, or o f any special holiday services 
fo r Christm as. T h u rston  spent C hristm as Eve a ttend ing  a 
geology lecture sponso red  by the YMCA. His entry fo r C hrist­
mas day:

Christm as Day has been  a busy day -  a cloudy dark 
& storm y day. H ad a 2 [a couple] turkeys fo r 
d in n er to keep up  appearances -  bu t thought all 
the tim e that the day had ought to be h o n o red  by 
the d irect and  personal thanksgiving to G od for 
the inestim able gift o f his Son to be born  into the 
world for redem p tion  from  the effects o f sin.
Received a le tte r from  m o ther C.
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T he s ta tem en t suggests that the  post office was opera ting , 
and  that, unlike Thanksgiving, C hristm as day was n o t yet a 
holiday in Portland . T h u rs to n  was probably  busy at the office, 
and except fo r the  turkeys fo r d inner, he  m ade no m en tion  o f any 
family celebration , gift-giving, o r religious observance.

It was New Y ear’s day tha t seem s to have b een  the  m ost 
im portan t religious day o f  the  year. T h rough  the  bustle  o f 
D ecem ber, T h u rsto n  m ade several en tries reflecting on  the year 
past, on  personal blessings, and  on  personal failings. A part from  
the sum m ary text o f the speech he m ade accep ting  a p p o in tm en t 
as su p erin ten d en t o f the S abbath  School, the longest single en try  
in the Diary is the  first one, fo r New  Y ear’s Day 1855. It carries 
over two and  a half pages:

January  1st, 1855 -  T he salu ta tions o f the new 
year were profusely given a n d  received this m o rn ­
ing -  b u t how heartless fo r the  m ost pa rt do they 
appear upon  reflection. G o d  looks on the h ea rt 
-  and  it would be well fo r m e if I should  exam ine 
m ore closely the secret m otives o f  my actions, and  
gauge them  by the lights o f  the  E ternal.
Ch m eeting  this eve, well a ttended . V oted  with 
perfect unanim ity $100 to help  a young m an 
p repare  for the m inistry. Also $30 to ano ther.
T he ch. seem ed to th ink  th e re  was Providence in 
these opportun ities fo r benevolence, and  em ­
braced  them  with a h e a rt an d  will that was truly 
encouraging.
T he m eeting  this eve was full an d  very in teresting . 
R em arks were sp on taneous and  abundan t, and  in 
a spirit that seem ed to be striving for g rea te r 
efficiency in the individual and  collective in flu ­
ence o f the ch.
I rem arked  tha t we shou ld  draw  a lesson o f 
im portance  from  the course o f m en in the na tu ra l 
world. How do m en  co n q u er obstacles that are  in 
the way o f their ob tain ing  the ir tem poral desires?
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Do they do  it by resolving -  and  because they fail 
o f their design give it up? N ot at all! But by 
resolving over an d  over again, and  do in g  the ir 
best to keep  the ir resolves. Let us instead  o f 
giving up  in despair because the resolves o f the 
last new year have n o t b een  kept, resolve anew 
to-day that with the  assistance from  on  high, we 
will endeavor to  be  m ore faithful to ourselves and  
those a ro u n d  us -  speak o ftener to one an o th e r o f 
the great in terests o f  religion, and  in public and  
in private seek to fulfill ou r covenant obligations.

Brown T h u rsto n , Portland , M aine 1855
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NOTES

'Special thanks to Nicholas H olt of Ellsworth for making the unpublished diary 
of his great grandfather, Brown T hurston , available to me. T he diary was kept in a 
leather-bound blank diary published as Claytons Octave Diary. It measures 4.5 X 6.75 
inches and is bound  in a limp, black leather cover with a fold-over flap and a pocket for 
blotting paper. T here is one blank, light blue page for each day of the year. Longer 
entries are carried over additional pages, usually on the bottom  half o f the page with a 
line separating them  from  the space reserved for the later daily entry.

2The principal source for Brown T h u rsto n ’s biography is T heodore K. T h u rsto n ’s 
“The Posterity o f Daniel T hurston , 1635-1965” (m im eographed, Portland, 1965), pp. 
13-15. For identification of T hurston  family m em bers, Thurston Genealogies, 1635-1892, 
2nd ed., com piled by Brown T hurston  (Portland: Brown T hurston Company, 1892). The 
principal sources for events m entioned  in the diary are Portland Advertiser and Eastern 
Argus.

'For identification of antislavery activists in Maine, Calvin M ontague C lark’s 
American Slavery and Maine Congregationalists (Bangor, 1940); and Edward O. Schriver’s 
Go Free: The Antislavery Impulse in Maine, 1833-1855 (O rono, 1970).

'For the Rum Riot of June  1855, besides the newspaper accounts through the 
sum m er, see The Report of the Committee Appointed by the Board of Aldermen of the City of 
Portland to Investigate the Causes and Consequences of the Riot on the Evening of June 2, 1855 
(Portland, 1855).

'O n  the 4th o f July, Portland witnessed a floral procession through the streets to 
Deering Oaks and a float parade involving 2,500 school children, said to be the grandest 
4th of July celebration the city had seen.

C.A.A Storer received his B. A. from the University of Maine and  
his M. A .from  Northwestern University in Interpretation of Literature. 
He completed an interdisciplinary Ph.D. (historyy philosophy, and  
rhetoric) at Michigan State University. Dr. Storer’s dissertation, 
“Elijah Kellogg 19th Century New England Orthodox Preacher” 
(1969), is a study of the lines of thought in the sermons of the popular 
M aine preacher and writer. Dr. Storer is an independent scholar and 
teacher and an advocate o f multiculturalism and people’s history. His 
interests include the use of personal documents as openings fo r the 
teaching of history.
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