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In studying biblical morals,
the devil is in the details

Julia Ward Howe devoted her life to causes such as the abolition of slavery, education reform, prison
reform and women’s rights. Her home in Portsmouth, Oak Glen, became a gathering place for the
intellectual elite of America and beyond.

L O O K I N G B A C K AT O U R C I V I L W A R

Beyond the ‘Battle Hymn’
Julia Ward Howe, who spent much of her life in Portsmouth,
was ahead of her time as a leader of social reforms
By Fred Zilian
Julia Ward Howe, a talented, independent-minded woman of the 19th century
— poet, writer, playwright, preacher,
lecturer and reform
leader — spent much
of her life at her Oak
Glen country home in
Portsmouth.
She is best remembered for writing “The
Battle Hymn of the
Republic” in 1861. She
traveled to Washington, D.C., met President Abraham Lincoln and visited military camps in the area. During these
visits she heard the tune popular at the
time, “John Brown’s Body,” celebrating his martyrdom for the anti-slavery
cause.
As she lay in her hotel bed early one
morning, the words came to her. She
explained: “I awoke in the gray of the
morning twilight; and as I lay waiting for the dawn, the long lines of the
desired poem began to twine themselves
in my mind. Having thought out all the
stanzas, I said to myself, ‘I must get up
and write these verses down, lest I fall
asleep again and forget them.’”
The poem was ﬁrst published in The
Atlantic Monthly magazine in February 1862 and was quickly put to the tune
of “John Brown’s Body,” becoming an
unofﬁcial anthem of the Union. For it,
she received a mere $5 from the magazine editor.
Howe’s other notable achievements
are often forgotten. She was clearly
a woman ahead of her time on many
fronts. Even as a young woman, she
clashed with her father and eventually her husband, Dr. Samuel Gridley
Howe, 20 years her senior, both of whom
wished her to be the more conventional,
deferential, domestically oriented type
of woman.
A gifted writer, she achieved great
literary success. By the age of 17, she
was contributing to literary magazines.
In 1852, she published “Passion Flowers,” dealing with Italian and Hungarian patriots, and in 1853, “Words for the
Hour.” She soon became a regular contributor to The Atlantic Monthly, a new
periodical.
When she and her husband joined the
anti-slavery crusade, she became an editor and writer for her husband’s journal,
The Commonwealth. She also co-edited
and wrote for The Woman’s Journal.
She had many other published works,
including “Sex and Education,” “Modern Society,” “Is Polite Society Polite?”,
“Reminiscences” and two tragic plays,
“Lenore” and “Hippolytus.” Fluent
in seven languages, she was the ﬁrst
woman elected to the Society of Arts
and Letters.
While contributing to such causes
as the abolition of slavery, education
reform and prison reform, her greatest
energy was devoted to women’s suffrage.

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:
He is trampling out the vintage where
the grapes of wrath are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of
His terrible swift sword:
His truth is marching on.
I have seen Him in the watch-ﬁres of a
hundred circling camps,

regardless of how they gratify
themselves. Therefore, there
is no reason that a lesbian
couple should be an affront
to someone’s deeply held religious beliefs.
But then I realized there
was a bigger problem. Heterosexual men who engage
in these same practices, or
even birth control, are committing the exact same sin. I
suspect that this is a signiﬁcantly larger group of people
than homosexuals. How can
we determine who are the sinners so that we can be properly offended?
We use the “Where there is
smoke, there is ﬁre” analogy
to discern the homosexual
sinners. If they hold hands
or kiss in public, then surely
they are sinning in private.
This is likely true; however, it
would never hold up in court.
As for the rest of these sinners, call me a pessimist but
I don’t think the “honor system” will work.
Maybe we should just
give everyone the beneﬁt of
doubt and let the sinners deal
directly with their God.

Richard H. Baker,
Portsmouth

City of ‘Noport’ does away
with King Park boat storage
On one of my daily walks
along Wellington Avenue,
King Park and the Stone
Pier, I witnessed the city of
“Noport” equipment remove
the pipe frames by the boat
ramp so the Newporters can
no longer lock their small
boats, canoes and kayaks.
When I was young, we
could tie our boats to the

trees with rope — no need for
chains and locks then. Now
we can no longer swim in the
polluted harbor and now we
cannot use the park to teach
our children to row or sail.
The city did charge a fee to
store a boat at this spot. This
is why I refer to “Noport.”

John W. McNulty, Newport

Safety first should be our rule
Fred Zilian photo

Oak Glen in Portsmouth as it appears now. The current owner, Jerry
Delisle, is a lover of history and is doing his best to maintain the property.
She wrote and lectured widely on it for
most of her life both in the U.S. and in
England, and eventually served as the
president of the New England Woman’s
Suffrage Association.
Howe was deeply distressed by the
physical, social and psychological devastation she had witnessed during the
Civil War. With the wars of German uniﬁcation erupting in Europe, she called
on women everywhere to oppose war
in all its manifestations. Howe hoped
to join women across nationalities in
the cause of universal peace, issuing a
“Mother’s Day Proclamation” in 1870:
“Arise then … women of this day!
Arise, all women who have hearts!
... Our husbands will not come to us,
reeking with carnage ...
Our sons shall not be taken
from us …”
Her efforts helped to lay the foundation for the establishment of Mother’s
Day as a national holiday in 1914.
This distinguished, national celebrity
spent much of her life at her beloved
country home, Oak Glen, now 745 Union
St., in Portsmouth. The Howes bought
the 4.7 acres, overlooking Lawton Valley,
in 1852. She and her husband had homes
in both Boston and Newport; however,
they decided to establish this home “out
in the country.” Other wealthy individuals such as Cornelius Vanderbilt and
H.A.C. Taylor also had farms in Middletown or Portsmouth to grow crops and
ﬂowers and to maintain prize horses
and livestock.
At Oak Glen, the Howes were primarily focused on their six children, outdoor activities, the reception of literary and artistic friends, and certainly
their own work and interests. They lived
there several months each year, sometimes as long as eight months. Their
guests included famous people from the

U.S. as well as Europe, including Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, George W. Curtis, Thomas Higginson and Oscar Wilde,
who were treated to picnics, sailing parties and theatricals. Oak Glen must have
come to be one of the centers of New
England’s reform and intellectual movements of the later 19th century, with
Julia continuing this after the death of
her husband in 1876.
It was at Oak Glen in 1910 that Howe
died. In summing up her life, she stated:
“I have written one poem which … is
now sung South and North by the champions of free government. I have been
accounted worthy to listen and to speak
at the Boston Radical Club and at the
Concord School of Philosophy. Lastly
and chieﬂy I have had the honor of
pleading for the slave when he was a
slave, of helping to initiate the women’s
movement … and of standing with illustrious champions of justice and freedom
for woman’s suffrage when to do so was
a thankless ofﬁce involving public ridicule and private avoidance.”
Some have referred to her as “The
Queen of America.”
(The author would like to thank Beth
Murphy Ward for her assistance with
this essay.)

A retired Army ofﬁcer, Fred Zilian
teaches history and political science at
Portsmouth Abbey School and Salve
Regina University and is a member of
the Rhode Island Civil War Sesquicentennial Commemoration Commission
Advisory Council. He is writing an
occasional series of columns highlighting various aspects of the Civil War and
their impact on Newport County and
Rhode Island for The Daily News. Send
him email at zilianf@aol.com or check
out his blog at www.zilianblog.com
and his Abe Lincoln website at www.
honestaberi.com.

‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’
Here is “Battle Hymn of the Republic”
as written by Julia Ward Howe when she
published it in February 1862 in the Atlantic Monthly:

I’ve been thinking about
this sin of homosexuality and
I decided to look at it from the
perspective of a person with
deeply held religious beliefs. It
seems these beliefs come from
the inerrant Bible. It is interesting that there are so many
versions of the inerrant Bible
that have different interpretations in some areas. I think
they pretty much agree in this
area, so I decided to see what
the Bible says on the issue. I’m
not going to quote chapter and
verse, as I assume the folks
with deeply held religious
beliefs are quite familiar with
these verses.
It states quite clearly that
a man who lies with a man
as he does with a woman is
an abomination; however, I
was surprised to ﬁnd no mention of a woman lying with
a woman. I didn’t even ﬁnd
anything about a man loving a man. That seemed very
strange, but then it came to
me: The sin isn’t about a man
lying with a man, per se, but
is about procreation, refusing to “go forth and multiply.”
It occurred to me that half
the sinners had been eliminated. Lesbians aren’t sinners

They have builded Him an altar in the
evening dews and damps;
I can read His righteous sentence by the
dim and ﬂaring lamps:
His day is marching on.
I have read a ﬁery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel:
“As ye deal with my contemners, so with
you my grace shall deal;
Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the
serpent with his heel,
Since God is marching on.”
He has sounded forth the trumpet that
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shall never call retreat;
He is sifting out the hearts of men before
His judgment-seat:
Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer Him! be
jubilant, my feet!
Our God is marching on.
In the beauty of the lilies Christ was
born across the sea,
With a glory in his bosom that transﬁgures you and me:
As he died to make men holy, let us die to
make men free,
While God is marching on.

The trafﬁc deaths (bicyclists, a man using a wheelchair, a walker) and a hit
runner are unacceptable.
Memorial Boulevard and
Bellevue Avenue are speedways and more death is in the
future if the speeding is not
brought under control.
Discussions are presently
underway about what steps
need to be taken for safety.
Right now, there are plenty

of signs and road markings
that are being ignored. Effective enforcement of the speed
limit is lacking. What cannot
be ignored and demands compliance are speed bumps and
elevated crosswalks.
Decision-makers need to do
the right thing. Public safety
must come ﬁrst and action,
not words, is what is needed.

Vincent A. Furtado, Newport

WHAT DO YOU THINK?
The NCAA men’s
basketball tournament,
also known as March
Madness, started
Thursday. Millions of
people will ﬁll out a
bracket and participate
in an ofﬁce pool or online
competition. Are you one
of them?
ALSO: The Florida Gators
are the unanimous pick
to win the NCAA men’s

basketball tournament
of the sports staff, which
made their picks in
Thursday’s Daily News.
Which of the No. 1 seeds
do you think has the best
chance to win? Or do you
think it will be a lower
seed?
Take our online polls by
going to www.NewportRI.
com and clicking on ‘Poll
Questions.’

ONLINE POLL RESULTS
Organizers of a shark
ﬁshing tournament held
for years on Martha’s
Vineyard are proposing
to hold it in Newport this
summer. Do you think the
city should allow it?
Yes: 48 percent (68 votes)
No: 52 percent (74 votes)
Members of the Newport
County Uniﬁed High
School Exploratory
Committee, comprised of

members of the councils
and school boards in
Middletown and Newport,
may seek to expand their
mission to unifying the
K-12 school systems in
the two communities.
Which concept do you
think has the better
chance of succeeding?
Uniﬁed high school: 60
percent (65 votes)
Uniﬁed K-12: 40 percent
(43 votes)

SOMETHING TO SAY?
We welcome our readers’
views. Our letters policy
follows:
◆ Each letter must bear the
writer’s full name, full address
and telephone number (for
veriﬁcation purposes only).
We will not publish a letter
unless a phone number is
provided.
◆ We correct errors of spelling and punctuation, and edit
letters to conform to Daily
News style. We may condense
letters for brevity.
◆ Letters must be no more
than 450 words. Proposed

guest view columns must be
no more than 750 words.
◆ We will run no more than
two letters per author per
month.
◆ Because of the volume
of letters we receive, we
cannot always publish them
immediately.

To send letters:
Mail: Letters to the Editor,
The Newport Daily News
P.O. Box 420, Newport, RI
02840
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