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 The son of a clergyman, Charles Brimblecom moved frequently in his early 
years.  He was born in Sharon, Massachusetts on February 10, 1825.   His father, Rev. 1

Samuel Brimblecom, was at that time the minister of the Unitarian Society in Sharon.  
Rev. Brimblecom was born in Lynn, Massachusetts in 1799 and earned his theological 
degrees from Harvard in 1817 (A.B.) and 1820 (A.M.).  During his time at Harvard and 
for some years later, the Reverend corresponded with his sister Mary on many topics 
including philosophical musings about metaphysics and religion.   Rev. Brimblecom was 2

the son of Lieut. Col. Samuel Brimblecom of Lynn, a successful shoe manufacturer, who 
earned his military title in the War of 1812.  Like his son Samuel and grandson Charles, 
Lieut. Col. Brimblecom held a firm belief in the Unitarian religion.   Lieut. Col. 3

Brimblecom was described as a man who was fond of reading and who had a 
philosophical turn of mind, traits that also were evident in his son, the Reverend, and in 
his grandson Charles, the subject of this biographical sketch. 

 Rev. Brimblecom married Harriet Buttrick in Concord, Massachusetts on Oct. 22, 
1822 in a service performed by Rev. Ezra Ripley.   Their first child, Samuel A. 4

Brimblecom (born 1823) and Charles, their second, were born in Sharon.  The family 
then went to Norridgewock, Maine, where the Reverend led the Unitarian Society and 
ran a school, and where three more children were born between 1827 and 1830.  Rev. 
Brimblecom changed his affiliation from Unitarian to Universalist and was admitted to 
the “Universalist connexion” of the Maine Convention in July 1829.   The Reverend then 5

accepted a call to lead the Universalist Society in Westbrook, Maine, one of the largest 
and wealthiest Universalist societies in that state.   He was instrumental in establishing 6

the Westbrook Seminary and became its Principal in 1834, at which time it was noted 
that “Rev. B.” was an experienced instructor.   While residing in Westbrook, Maine, Rev. 7
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and Harriet Brimblecom added another three children to their family, in 1832, 1834 and 
1836. 

 By 1838 the family lived in Danvers, Massachusetts, where the last two children 
were born (1838 and 1840).  Here Rev. Brimblecom became an abolitionist and served 
as orator for the Danvers Anti-Slavery Society meeting on July 4, 1838.   Then in May 8

1840, the Barre Gazette announced, “The Rev. Samuel Brimblecom of Danvers New 
Mills…received an invitation to take the Pastoral Charge of the First Universalist Society 
in this town, and has accepted.”   The large Brimblecom family, with its nine surviving 9

children, including Charles, moved to Barre.  Charles was 15 years old.  Barre was his 
fifth home since birth. 

 The Universalist Society of Barre had existed for some years without a church, 
but in 1839 its members signed an agreement to have a place of worship built on the 
Common in Barre.  The Barre Gazette reported on April 3, 1840 that “as a specimen of 
architectural beauty it is not surpassed by any edifice in this region…”   Barre’s 10

Victorian-era historian, Matthew Walker, had little to say about the Universalist Society 
except that it was not strong.  Its members had difficulty raising the money to pay a 
minister.  For about seven years Rev. Brimblecom eked out a living with the Universalist 
Society in Barre, and then he moved on.  The Universalist Society did not last much 
longer.  In 1851 the Society disbanded.  The Methodists were at the time seeking a 
place of worship, and they purchased the neat white church from the Universalists.   11

The Methodists disbanded in 1979 and the building became the meeting place of the 
Barre Golden Age Club.  Now it is the home of the Barre Players. 

 Little is written of the Brimblecom family’s early years in Barre.  Rev. Brimblecom 
was a member of the School Committee in each year from 1841 through 1845.      By 12

1847 Rev. Brimblecom was living in Grafton, Massachusetts.  The family split up and his 
wife, Harriet, eventually moved to California with their oldest son, Capt. Samuel A. 
Brimblecom, and three of the younger children.  Three Brimblecom children settled in 
Illinois and one in Nebraska.  Charles alone settled permanently in Barre.   The eldest 13

brother, Capt. Samuel A. Brimblecom, married a Barre girl, Sarah Ware Holden, in 
1850.   Master of a schooner, the Petrel, Capt. Samuel Brimblecom participated in the 14
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thriving opium trade in China with Warren Delano of the Boston firm of Russell & Co. 
during the 1840s.  Warren Delano was the maternal grandfather of President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt.  During his years in Chinchow, China and at sea, Capt. Brimblecom 
wrote courtship letters to his future wife, Sarah, of Barre.  These letters are described as 
having “literary elegance,” a talent shared with his brother Charles.  Capt. Samuel 
Brimblecom left the sea in 1849 to participate in the California Gold Rush, bringing his 
mother and several siblings with him to Santa Clara.  15

 Charles Brimblecom’s course in life may have been influenced by his father’s 
lifestyle and character traits. Until 1850, the word that was most often used to describe 
Rev. Brimblecom’s sermons and oratories was “interesting.”  By 1850 the Reverend 
exhibited behavior that was frankly eccentric.  He walked into the final open hearing on 
commutation of the sentence of Professor Webster in the notorious Boston murder 
case.  The proceedings were “tedious and rambling.”  Many petitions for commutation 
were presented.  Perhaps those in attendance were relieved when “Rev. Samuel 
Brimblecom, of Grafton, presented himself and made a most extraordinary address.”  
Among other more theological statements, Rev. Brimblecom informed the hearing that 
“the phrenologists will give me credit for having a large organ of “firmness.”  They will 
also tell you that my organ of “destructiveness” is also very large.  In fact it is so 
prominent, that I can hardly keep my hat upon my head.”   The Reverend’s behavior 16

became even stranger.  In 1862 he was convicted of adultery.  He had been living with a 
woman for some years and she used the surname “Brimblecom.”  They had three 
children together, although only one survived.  In court the Reverend acted as his own 
counsel and quoted scripture to justify his conduct and asked what would have been 
done with Solomon and his 500 wives.   He admitted that he was living with a woman by 
whom he had three children, although his legal wife was still alive.  After the Reverend 
stated that he would make application to the legislature to change the laws to allow 
more “liberty than is now granted in the selection of wives,”  the judge expressed 17

astonishment that a man of his age (63 years) and standing would hold such a view.  
Rev. Samuel Brimblecom died in Danvers, Massachusetts in 1879.  18

 Charles Brimblecom’s mother, Harriet (Buttrick) Brimblecom, was the 
granddaughter of Major John Buttrick of Cambridge, Massachusetts, who commanded 
the militia at Concord North Bridge on April 19, 1775, and who gave the first official 
command to fire upon the British in the Revolutionary War,  “the shot heard round the 19

 “Fair Enough” by Westbrook Pegler, The Bridgeport Post (Bridgeport, Conn.), 3 August 1962 accessed 15

at Ancestry.com.

 “Final Open Hearing In Professor Webster’s Case,” Norfolk Democrat (Dedham, Mass.), 26 July 1850.16

 “A Large Lamb,” Barre Gazette, 30 May 1862.  Shortly after the death of Harriet (Buttrick) Brimblecom 17

in 1878, Rev. Brimblecom married the mother of the three children.  He died the following year.

 Massachusetts Vital Records 1841-1910, 310:193.18

 History of Grafton, 468.19

!  3



world,” a heritage in which her children took great pride.  She died in Santa Clara, 
California, in 1878.  20

 Charles Brimblecom did not have the benefit of a college education, although he 
received good early training from his father.  He studied law by interning with a local 
attorney, Walter A. Bryant, who was also the Editor of the Barre Gazette.  In 1846, 
responsibility for collecting the debts of the Barre Gazette rested in the hands of young 
Charles Brimblecom.   By late 1847, Attorney Bryant would leave his law office and 21

books in the charge of Charles Brimblecom while he attended courts in Worcester for 
periods of several weeks.   In April 1848, Charles Brimblecom of Barre was admitted to 22

practice as an attorney in all the courts of the Commonwealth on the motion of his tutor, 
Walter A. Bryant, Esq.   In 1850, Charles Brimblecom was also appointed a Justice of 23

the Peace by the Governor and Council.   During the administration of Massachusetts 24

Governor Nathaniel P. Bank (1858-1861), Charles Brimblecom was also appointed an 
Insolvency Commissioner.  25

 In 1849, Charles Brimblecom advertised as an agent of The Merchant’s and 
Farmer’s Mutual Fire Insurance Co. of Worcester.  26

 The young man did not restrict himself to the practice of law and other 
professional activities.  He was elected Secretary and Librarian of the Barre Lyceum, a 
debating society, in 1845  and would in later years serve as its president.  In this role 27

he acted as the librarian of Barre’s first library, for the Lyceum had a collection of books 
available to its members as they prepared their debates. 

 He also was a prominent member of the Worcester West Agricultural Society 
from his youth until his death.  In later years he served as Secretary.  In 1849 Charles 
Brimblecom produced what might be the only humorous and lyrical report in the history 
of that Society.  Unexpectedly finding himself the Chair of the “Committee on Fat Cattle,” 
Charles rose gallantly to the task.  He reported on November 9, 1849:  28

“Your committee on Fat Cattle have attended to their duty and ask leave to report.  Your 
committee have labored under a small disadvantage in having been organized but a short time….  
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In making a detailed report the attention of your committee was particularly attracted by a Four 
Years Old Steer belonging to Mr. Samuel Ellsworth weighing 2200….To Mr. Ellsworth your 
committee cheerfully award the first premium… 

While speaking of the fleshy state of these cattle your committee are not indifferent to the noble 
qualities of the ox or the gentler ones of the cow, and are disposed to indulge in some reflections 
upon this to them the most interesting period in the life of neat [domestic] cattle when they are 
stepping from the state of being to the briny barrel.  But time warns them that their report must be 
closed which they now do presuming that there are many of you who as luckless urchins, have 
been taught and will not soon forget while the flesh of the cow serves to gratify the taste her 
external covering has given them their first lesson in moral reform and they hope you will not fail 
to remember that though your committee compelled to wade through the world of fact, poesy as 
well as the palate has proclaimed the praises of the Lowing Kine [cattle].  Charles Brimblecom, 
Chairman.” 

 In his last sentence about the external covering of the cow giving urchins the first 
lesson in moral reform we may assume that he was referring to the then prevalent 
practice of whipping errant boys.  “Fat cattle” are those that are ready to be slaughtered. 

 Charles Brimblecom was known for his poetry and writings in later years as well.  
He read an original poem of over 250 lines at the town’s Centennial celebration.  This 
epic work covered the history of the town to that time.  29

 Charles Brimblecom also was deeply involved in the Unitarian Church in Barre.  
He was Superintendent of the Sunday School for many years, retiring that position in 
1892.  In that year he was made a life member of the American Unitarian Association.  30

The year 1850 was a landmark year for Charles Brimblecom.  In April his mentor 
and tutor, Walter A. Bryant, Esq., died while in Europe.  Although Charles was in 
independent practice by this time, he no doubt saw an influx in clients after Bryant’s 
death.    He and Walter A. Bryant also shared an interest in the politics of the 31

Democratic Party.  The 25-year-old lawyer was rooming in the Naquag Hotel, where 
another man of the same age who would become his friend and cohort in several 
organizations also roomed, Dr. George Brown.  He, too, would be a founding member of 
the Barre Library Association and the Barre Savings Bank.  Both young men married in 
1850.   

 On Christmas Eve, 1850, Charles Brimblecom, Esq., age 25, married Harriet 
Houghton, also age 25, the daughter of Luke and Harriet (Caldwell) Houghton in 
Barre.   Luke Houghton was a cabinetmaker, long-term town treasurer and, like 32

Charles Brimblecom, a Democrat.  Harriet (Caldwell) Houghton was a descendant of 
one of Barre’s original families.  Her father, Seth Caldwell, and her grandfather, John 
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Caldwell, were famous for their participation in the freeing of the slave Quock Walker 
and John was known for his patriotic activities in the Revolutionary War.  Certainly 
Charles Brimblecom, so proud of his great-grandfather Major John Buttrick’s role at 
Concord Bridge, must have felt an affinity for her similar heritage.  Harriet (Caldwell) 
Houghton also shared his interest in writing.  Her obituary described her as “a woman of 
strong character, and had unusual literary tastes and ability.”   She was also a first 33

cousin through the Caldwells of Henry Woods, the future donor of the land and building 
that would become Woods Memorial Library.  The Brimblecoms had one child, a 
daughter, Mary.  She was born in Barre on January 2, 1852.  34

 In 1850 Charles Brimblecom also started his political career, becoming a member 
of the Barre School Committee.  He served as Selectman in 1857 and 1858.  He was a 
state representative in 1857 and 1858 as well,  winning on the Democratic ticket.  35

While representative, he was a member of the committee on the revision of the state 
statutes, and his traits of thoroughness and accuracy were invaluable in this endeavor.   36

His attempt to become Secretary of the Commonwealth in 1867, however, was soundly 
defeated by his Republican opponent, Oliver Warner.   Likewise, he was trounced in a 37

bid to be Worcester County Register of Deeds in 1865.   In later years he was 38

nominated several times as representative but apparently did not win.  His Democratic 
interests were also evident in his membership in Barre’s chapter of the Tilden Club.  39

 During the 1850s, Charles Brimblecom also served as Postmaster of Barre.  The 
appointment was made in 1853 and he served to about 1861.  This appointment 
coincided with the administrations of the Democratic United States Presidents Franklin 
Pierce and James Buchanan.    With the election of President Abraham Lincoln, 40

however, the appointment of Postmaster went to a Republican.  41

 In 1857, Barre native Samuel Gates left a bequest of $500 to found a town 
library, with a matching appropriation to be made by the town as a condition of the gift.  
This the town did at the annual meeting held March 2, 1857, and a committee of five 
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persons was appointed to establish and open a library by the first day of the following 
November.  The books that had previously been collected at district schools and 
agricultural libraries were consolidated in a free Public Library, but no building was 
secured.   The books were stored in the spare room of the old Post Office building.  42

The Postmaster also served as librarian when the need arose and thus Charles 
Brimblecom, from about 1857 to 1861, served as the town librarian as well as 
Postmaster.   Books were available to the public when the post office was open each 43

afternoon except for the hour after the arrival of the daily mail, which came by stage 
coach about two o’clock.  44

 The name Charles Brimblecom was frequently associated with banking in Barre.  
He was a director first of the First National Bank in Barre, which was chartered in 
1863.   This association lasted many years.  In 1869 a new bank was incorporated by 45

act of the Massachusetts legislature, the Barre Savings Bank.   Charles Brimblecom 46

was a founding member and served as President for years.  He also was legal counsel 
to these banks.  47

 During the 1870s, community leaders became concerned that the public library 
situation was not adequate.  Having books stored in the post office and distributed by 
the postmaster was hardly optimal.  In 1875 a benefit was held in Town Hall for the 
purpose of funding improvements to the library.  Called a Lady Washington tea party, 
the event was elaborate and attended by persons from Boston, Worcester and 
elsewhere.  As a result of this benefit, more than $100 was placed in the Savings Bank 
as a nucleus of a fund to enable the library’s supporters to betters its facilities.   Little 48

was accomplished until 1885 when a number of prominent citizens, including Charles 
Brimblecom, started to hold formal meetings to resolve the library problem.  They 
applied to the legislature for an act of incorporation and on May 5, 1885, the legislature 
granted a charter to the Barre Library Association.  The association at that time 
consisted of 15 members with Charles Brimblecom as President and Harding Woods as 
its clerk.  Although the objective was to obtain a library building, there were insufficient 
funds.  In December 1885 Harding Woods died and soon afterward his brother, Henry 
Woods, a former resident of Barre, purchased land and erected the brick building that 
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became the Woods Memorial Library, a memorial to the Woods family.   Charles 49

Brimblecom remained president of the Barre Library Association, which retained 
ownership of the building, until his death. 

 Despite his many community activities, Charles Brimblecom was primarily an 
attorney.  After his death at his home late on the afternoon of Friday, April 20, 1894 from 
heart disease complicated by “la grippe” at age 69, he was mourned both by the 
residents of Barre and nearby towns and by the legal community.  The test of time 
showed that the respect of the community had developed into affection.  Over the 
course of 46 years, he had provided advice and counsel to two generations of residents.  
The town as a whole also mourned his passing because “he was so closely connected 
with its varied interests, business, civic, social and religious, that at first thought it 
seems that [the town] can hardly get along without him.”   He was remembered for his 50

personal traits: an easy, companionable way of conversing, his keen wit and love of a 
good joke, his conservatism, and his accuracy and thoroughness.   His legal 51

colleagues considered that “he was the soul of honor and his word of promise needed 
no bond to insure its fulfilment.”  Also, his fellow lawyers recalled that Charles 
Brimblecom “was a most intelligent and discriminating reader and had an extensive 
knowledge of the best literature in the English language.  He had the command of a 
clear and forcible style of writing and was not a stranger to high poetic feeling and 
sentiment…”  52

 Thus Charles Brimblecom, Esq., closed his life, one of dedication to his family 
and to his community. 

      Lucy Allen 
      Barre Library Association 
      March, 2015 
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Oil painting of Charles Brimblecom in Woods Memorial Library, Allen Hall.
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