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The Very Ambitious  
Mellen Chamberlain

Mellen Chamberlain may have seldom 
pleased his demanding father or posted a 
stream of letters to his family and former 
friends in Peacham, but he did join the ranks 
of a new American elite: the deal makers.

By Joe Sherman

ix feet tall, hair light, forehead high, eyes blue, nose straight, 
mouth large, chin prominent. So described by the American con-
sul in Athens in late December 1838, Mellen Chamberlain was 

handed an official document to assist his travels through the Ottoman 
Empire pitching an invention as marvelous in its own way as the flying 
carpet associated with his final destination, Constantinople.1 The inven-
tion was the electromagnetic telegraph, patented earlier that year in 
Washington by Samuel Morse. Embossed, signed by Chamberlain, and 
wax sealed, the document requested that its bearer “in case of need be 
given all lawful aid & protection.”2 

The forty-three-year-old Vermonter would need it. 
The following week, the first in 1839, he arrived in Alexandria and 

entered the exotic and turbulent Ottoman Empire, which was on a long, 
slow decline. Exactly why Chamberlain was there trying to sell a so-
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Passport issued  
in Washington D.C. “on 

the 56th year of the 
Independence of the 

United States.” Note 
Chamberlain’s signa-
ture on the lower left, 

page 1. Permission for 
him to travel in Italy in 

1838 is on the upper 
right. On the reverse, 

signatures and stamps 
reveal Chamberlain’s 

itinerary abroad. 
Chamberlain Family 
Papers, Doc 73:7.2, 
Vermont Historical 

Society.
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called “infidel invention” was no mystery. He was a businessman and 
had just concluded five years of success selling platform scales, the key 
components made in Vermont and shipped by rail and water west of the 
Allegheny Mountains. The experience had  prepared him to repeat the 
pattern, a futuristic telegraph replacing the platform scale, everywhere 
east of France, which included the Ottoman Empire. Or so he thought. 

The telegraph he hauled around on stagecoaches, steamers, and packet 
boats was not ready for show time. A cumbersome contraption fabri-
cated from piano parts, cannon balls, rolling tables, and a concise pen 
and ink setup that revolved electronically, the device left a code of dots 
and dashes. Morse himself had helped build the prototype in Paris, once 
he and Chamberlain negotiated a contract. In early November the Ver-
monter had set off with a sidekick half his age, a graduate of Dartmouth 
College named Sam Brown.3 Two possible investors, a Mr. Swords of 
New York and a Mr. Bennett of Charleston, South Carolina, soon joined 
them.4 The marketing adventure could, if successful, elevate Chamber-
lain into the ranks of the richest men in the world, many of whom were 
making fortunes from the Industrial Revolution.5 

For six months Chamberlain and Brown demonstrated the telegraph 
in Florence, Athens, Alexandria, Beirut, Damascus, Constantinople, and 
elsewhere. In Athens, a twenty-four-pound cannon ball broke free from 
the wires and almost injured the eighteen-year-old queen of Greece. In a 
letter to a friend in Paris, Chamberlain made light of the incident. The 
cannon ball, he said, “came near falling on Her Majesty’s toes, but hap-
pily missed, as we, perhaps, escaped a prison.”6 Once the team reached 
Cairo, Chamberlain told his friend, he intended to show the telegraph to 
Muhammad Ali. He hoped that Ali, the Egyptian pasha and viceroy, 
would offer him money for the demonstration, along with “a beauty 
from his seraglio.”7 Ali’s harem was infamous. He had nine wives and 
ninety-six children. He also had a reputation for savagery, having plot-
ted the slaughter of Egypt’s Mamelukes, the camel-riding slave soldiers 
who protected the country’s ruling elite, in 1811.8 No evidence exists of 
Chamberlain achieving either of his goals in Cairo. 

Once in Constantinople, efforts to secure a meeting with Sultan 
Mahmud II proved futile. A demonstration did take place in a partially-
built Congregational seminary overlooking the Bosphorus. Commenting 
on the event, Reverend Cyrus Hamlin, a missionary known for his me-
chanical aptitude, said that the device “did not work with precision, nor 
with very satisfactory results. Instead of the steel point marking the pa-
per . . . the mark was blurred, and sometimes there was no mark at all. 
Still, it was a demonstration of what could be done, and as such it was 
extremely interesting.”9



4
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Not long afterwards, on May 14, 1839, the sales odyssey ended 
abruptly on the Danube River. When a packet boat capsized in rapids 
downstream of Vienna, Chamberlain, the prototype, Swords and Ben-
nett, and all records, orders, and notes from the trip, including any 
possible sales, went to a watery grave. The group had been en route to 
Paris in response to a letter from Morse urging Chamberlain to return 
promptly because Tsar Nicholas was interested in the telegraph and a 
trip to St. Petersburg was imminent.10 Not all of Chamberlain’s party 
died in the rapids, however. Sam Brown survived, having left the oth-
ers early to return to Dartmouth, where he soon became a professor of 
Oratory and Belles-Lettres. 

The disaster quashed Morse’s hope 
that his invention would succeed in 
the Orient. It would be five more 
years before he found supporters as 
committed to the telegraph as Mellen 
Chamberlain had been after first lay-
ing eyes on the device in Paris. He 
immediately had seen the beauty and 
potential of what, in Sam Brown’s 
words, was “quite a rough affair—
rude and incomplete.”11 

I first became aware of Mellen 
Chamberlain in 2001. At the Ver-
mont History Expo in Tunbridge, I 
was checking out the exhibitions 
and, purely by chance, stuck my 
head into a small, inconspicuous 
tent. There, by itself, was a photo-
graph. On closer inspection, it was a photo of a portrait. Chamberlain 
looked about thirty, and had the appearance of a Roman senator, com-
plete with the hauteur and forehead curls. He was posed, confident, a 
bit arrogant looking, and very intriguing. 

The brief narrative made my head spin. Basically, it framed the 
above tale, absent substantiating details. There were just enough facts 
to make the story mesmerizing. I soon spent a day doing research in the 
Vermont Historical Society archives. I found the immensely informa-
tive research done by Yakup Bektas on the 1838 and 1839 travels, just 
published in the British Journal of the History of Science, including the 
meet-up of Chamberlain and Morse in Paris, the construction of the 
prototype in Morse’s flat (assisted by Sam Brown), colorful anecdotal 
bits about how they got all the parts, and the launch of the adventurous 

Mellen Chamberlain (1795-1839,) a 
portrait. Artist unknown. Vermont 
Historical Society. 
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sales trip, first to Italy, then to Greece, Egypt, the Levant, and on to 
Constantinople. Any personal correspondence from Chamberlain, how-
ever, which I had hoped to find to assist me in bringing the man alive 
on the page, was not in the archives. The sole letter written in his hand 
had been sent from Dartmouth College to a younger sister, Abigail, 
when he was a seventeen-year-old first-year student.

The spirited letter is worth quoting at length, for it gives us a sample 
of Chamberlain’s voice and persona as a young man ribbing his sister, 
as siblings often do. 

Sister Abigail Chamberlain 
A communication from me so soon will doubtless produce some surprise 
and I will honestly confess that its more from necessity than friendship 
that I now write. On Monday last I found at the tavern a packet directed to 
me and on opening it I found a muff. It appears to be sable skin and is 
lined with flannel. Notwithstanding all my researches I cannot find from 
whence it came nor where it should be sent. It came in the southern mail 
and from that I conclude it came from Peacham. If you can by any means 
inform me whose it is I wish you would be expeditious for it would re-
lieve me from great perplexity. My acquaintances are very kind. I have 
not been obliged to pay a single postage since I have been here nor break 
a wax seal which is a matter of great convenience to such a lazy and cov-
etous fellow as I am . . . . How it has happened that one who professes to 
be so great a scribbler as you has not written I cannot conceive. I rather 
think however that you are so much taken up by a fine house or some fine 
person or thing that you cannot find time to address poor I. If I do not hear 
something from Peacham soon I shall conclude you are in want of paper 
and will send some soon. 
Your humble Servant Mellen Chamberlin12 

In 2006 I hiked the shore of the Danube River close to where Cham-
berlain drowned. I pondered the rapids, which were barely discernible. 
I wondered if he could swim. How large was the packet boat? What had 
his wife Catherine and their daughter Katty thought as they awaited his 
return to Paris? Hadn’t they come to Europe for the Grand Tour, not to 
be stuck all winter in the gray, damp European capital?

For the next decade I thought of Chamberlain irregularly. In our era 
of entrepreneurial mania, I saw him as tragic, an ambitious young busi-
nessman who had lost his life for a dream, not just for money. I began 
to feel an intrinsic connection to him for reasons difficult to explain yet 
welcomed. I think it was his romanticism, the business savvy blinded 
by emotion, the hunger for adventure, the willingness to put emotions 
above intellect, to be stupid in pursuit of the improbable. 

Then, in 2015, the story got a break. The Chamberlain family ar-
chives had been enriched. I called the Fairbanks Museum in St. Johns-
bury to ask about their archival materials for Fairbanks Scales in the 
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1830s and was informed that they were being transferred to a new loca-
tion, the St. Johnsbury History and Heritage Center. Apologizing for 
the temporary disorganization, just before she hung up, the director of 
the center, Patty Pearl, said, “Oh, wait, wait. There might be something. 
Alan Yale . . . yes . . . Alan wrote a book about Fairbanks Scales.”13

A very good book, it turned out. Yale, graciously, met with me and 
shared his manuscript and information relevant to the time frame of my 
interest. It was exciting to finally talk to a living person who was famil-
iar with the mysterious Mellen Chamberlain. With the two boosts, the 
refreshed Vermont Historical Society holdings and Yale’s historical 
digging done for his Ph.D., I applied for the VHS’s Weston Cate Fel-
lowship and was awarded it in the fall of 2016. 

ambition and maSculinity

I never cease to be surprised that the America Lafayette observed in the 
early 1830s is, in most respects, recognizably the America at the end of  
the Twentieth Century—even though the demographic and ethnographic 
composition of the country has totally changed.

—Susan Sontag, interview in The Paris Review, 199514

“He was all about masculinity,” said Jill Mudgett, after I described 
Mellen Chamberlain to her. An independent historian with a rich 
knowledge of Vermont in the 1820s and 1830s, Mudgett said that the 
definition of manhood changed while Chamberlain was growing up. In-

Packet boat on the Danube River, 1842, painted by William Henry 
Bartlett. An illustrator of topographical views, Bartlett traveled exten-
sively in the Balkans and the Ottoman Empire. He romanticized Devín 
Castle overlooking the confluence of the Danube and Morava Rivers, 
roughly thirty miles downstream of the rapids in which Chamberlain’s 
packet boat capsized on May 14, 1839. Courtesy of the author.
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stead of staying on the farm, being loyal to the family, a town, and the 
soil, some young men across New England left the farms and the hills 
and settled in new territories. Territories in which there were cities that 
radiated “the power of opportunity. You stayed in Peacham, you were 
going to be a loser. A man was supposed to have get up and go.”15

Mellen Chamberlain had plenty of get up and go. He also had deep 
roots in Peacham, or as deep as possible in a town established only a 
few decades earlier, in 1763, when New Hampshire Governor Benning 
Wentworth had granted the hill town a charter. William Chamberlain, 
Mellen’s father, was a veteran of the Revolutionary War, and fought in 
the battles of Lexington and Bennington. A surveyor by trade, self-edu-
cated, once he settled in Peacham William Chamberlain bought large 
tracts of land, as well as acreage alongside streams that could provide 
water power. He lobbied for the first church in Peacham, which was 
Congregational; he championed a public school, the Peacham Acad-
emy, which accepted students of both sexes eight years and older. He 
experienced the full gauntlet of public service, becoming a justice of 
the peace in Caledonia County, a Vermont state representative, a U.S. 
congressman, and, finally, the lieutenant governor of Vermont.16 Few 
individuals were more intertwined with life in Peacham in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries than William Chamberlain. His 
civic service, with travel by horseback and carriage over rough roads, 
kept the father busy. His wife Jane raised their three boys and four girls. 

Mellen was the oldest son. After attending Peacham Academy, he 
went to Dartmouth College. He started as a medical student but 
switched to law,17 graduated in 1816, and returned home, where he 
soon became the headmaster of Peacham Academy. His father was a 
trustee, his siblings were students, and old friends and his family circle 
became the matrix of daily life. After one year, though, Chamberlain 
left Peacham for good. He went south to Litchfield, Connecticut, and 
studied at the Litchfield Law School, then to Bellefonte, Pennsylvania, 
where he briefly taught school.18 He returned north again, but only to 
Montpelier. He read law with Samuel Prentiss,19 a highly esteemed 
judge, before moving to Castine, Maine, a lively, affluent shire town 
overlooking Penobscot Bay. It was a far cry from rural Vermont. Ships 
regularly sailed from Castine to Portland, Portsmouth, Boston, New 
York, and beyond. Prosperous and lively, with the county courthouse 
located there, the town brought Chamberlain plenty of legal work as a 
new attorney.20 His tenure in Castine, which began in 1821, ended 
twelve years later, when he signed an agreement with Erastus and 
Thaddeus Fairbanks in St. Johnsbury, about fifteen miles from his 
birthplace, and launched his career as an entrepreneur.21 
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It was a career path that allied Chamberlain firmly with his contempo-
raries who were abandoning rural New England for opportunities else-
where, mainly in cities. The new path seemed to ruffle William Cham-
berlain’s temperament, as it did the temperaments of other fathers upset 
by the tradition-altering moves of restless sons. One letter signaling 
William’s discontent was posted to his son on February 25, 1821, shortly 
after Mellen had settled in Castine. Foregoing paternal tactfulness, Wil-
liam castigated his son in the opening sentences, then calmed down:

I have abundant reason to scold you for your abominable remissness in 
writing. It is now a whole year since you left your paternal home and two 
letters is all I have from you, and whether you have ever received mine as 
I have written several times, I cannot tell as you have not acknowledged 
their receipt . . . . what can be the reason of all this. Have you forgotten 
your friends or are you so immersed in lazziness that you cannot find time 
to drop a line or two to let us know something . . . or are you really in such 
a forlorn situation that you do not mean we shall be humbled with your 
misfortunes. But whatever may be the cause of this neglect it certainly 
would be pleasing to hear from you often to know your real situation and 
prospects.22

Misfortunes were not hounding the young lawyer. Outside the orbit 
of his father, he was maturing. One of his first feats in Castine had been 
to evade a state mandate requiring a new attorney in the Pine Tree State 
to clerk with an established one before hanging out his own shingle.23 

A second interesting letter from William Chamberlain, more than a 
year later, followed a visit to Castine, during which he saw his son in 
action. The letter was a blend of praise, criticism, and advice on moral-
ity with Biblical references.

My Dear Son, 
When I left you in Castine it was with a heavy heart. Reflecting on my 
situation, my age [68] and infirmity, I had much reason to expect it might 
be the last parting. The distance between us is so great as in all probabil-
ity [it will] prevent my ever attempting such another journey. I know it is 
both inconvenient and expensive for you to leave your office for a long 
time. I can not, however, relinquish the hope of again seeing you here 
among your friends—But why should I be very anxious on this subject? 
The mere pleasure of seeing you without being able to do you any sub-
stantial good is nearly counterbalanced by the pain of parting. . . . 
I was highly pleased with the civility and respect shown to me on your 
account and with your general prospects in business. But I well know that 
young men at your age and circumstances are exposed to many tempta-
tions, and I fear that in your situation you are peculiarly so. I do not know 
indeed but all your ladies are as chaste as Diana and though I would fain 
believe your principles of virtue and honor are such as to forbid your be-
coming a seducer, yet it is far from impossible that you may be seduced—
you will know from the hints I gave you, to what I allude—such is the 
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native depravity and propensity of the human race that they sometimes 
become so fascinated as to lose all sense of fine conduct and . . . often 
precipitate [on] themselves infamy and ruin . . . . 
However ill-founded my suspicions may be to some persons this advice 
can do you no harm. . . . Retire with your Bible in hand and read with se-
rious attention the character of the foolish woman in the 7th chapter of 
Proverbs and the advice given by the wise man on that subject to his 
son—and think not that you stand secure in your own strength against the 
wiles of the temptors unless you refrain your foot from their path. 

William’s letter warns against “entangling alliances” in Maine, and 
then wishes his oldest son the same happiness that he observed between 
Mellen’s brother, William Jr., and Sarah, his new wife, in Wells, Maine, 
on the trip. The letter ends with the suggestion that Mellen visit a certain 
family in Concord, New Hampshire, and their daughter Mary. “She is in 
my view a very Charming Girl if you think of her as I do . . . [and if] you 
would endeavor to become acquainted with her.”24 

The letter reveals that Mellen Chamberlain was not yet married nor 
involved. His response to his father’s suggestions has been lost. Mary 
of Concord stays very much in the shadows, as does Catherine Crosby, 
the daughter of a wealthy Castine businessman, whom he soon courted 
and married. 

In his late twenties Chamberlain set his own course, one, in his day, 
followed only by men. Letters from associates and cousins allude to de-
tails in his life. They confirm a romantic disposition, a talent for negoti-
ation, success at making business deals, and an ascent in the eyes of 
others as a force to be reckoned with, just like his father was in Ver-
mont. William obviously loved his son deeply, missed him, and prayed 
for his soul. As the son entered his thirties, he was self-aware and duti-
ful, though less to place than to desire. The fast track he was on no lon-
ger allotted him time to take the long dirt road north to Peacham. Letters 
posted to him from up north by the youngest brother, Ezra, who stayed 
in Peacham and tended to the family’s needs, were witty, self-deprecat-
ing, and occasionally described their father in his declining days. One 
posted February 1, 1827, reported:

Father and mother have lately moved and Abigail and I are helping keep 
up appearances at the old place. It would be with real pleasure could I tell 
you that our parents are spending the last years of their lives in peace and 
quietness, but father’s capriciousness of disposition increases with his 
years whilst his other faculties are continually failing. These things are 
the cause of much unhappiness to those who live with him. Should he 
continue long of his present temper the worst is to be feared, but we hope 
that the kindly influence of religion or some other course will effect a 
change in his feelings. At any rate if you were here I believe you might be 
the means of doing him essential good, besides pulling our solemn brows 
out of continence by showing us your cheerful face again.25
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It was not to be: William Chamberlain died in 1828, leaving his heirs 
well taken care of with a thoughtful dispersion of cash, extensive prop-
erties, and several homes.26 

Then came the dynamic 1830s. 
Mudgett describes the times rather colorfully. Ambition was the new 

novelty, she said, an adventurous, emotional road that motivated people 
to migrate. “It’s a big theme in Vermont. The 1820s was the decade 
you saw the out-migration kick in. It dominates the 1830s, the 1840s. 
Mellen Chamberlain seems right in line with that. The promise of op-
portunity was the Industrial Age’s new drug. A stimulant you lived, 
rather than imbibed. And to feel promise, engage with it—for most 
young men that meant travel, mobility.”27 

A network of canals and rivers made such mobility possible. It was a 
brief era, one that competed with the horse and would soon be eclipsed 
by the railroads. Though short, the era had a tremendous impact on the 
future of Vermont. It put cracks in the unyielding belief in sons assum-
ing the farm and challenged the patriarchy. As for Chamberlain’s gen-
eration becoming businessmen, Mudgett said she thought the Peacham 
native was in a distinct minority. “A lot of young people became mis-
sionaries. The less moral became businessmen. Yet how cramped the 
women were. They were home bound. You confront their emotions in 
their long, plaintive, over-flowing letters.”28 

I certainly found plenty of emotion in the Chamberlain family letters 
by women. Some, like the youngest sister, Abigail, wrote letters so 
long that the sentences filled both sides of a standard sheet, then in-
vaded the margins like vines, the words getting smaller and smaller, 
filled with thoughts and feelings the writer squeezed into the dwindling 
space. Overall, however, the letters often circled in on themselves and 
on family matters rather than reflecting on the larger culture of rapidly 
changing times. 

At the time, now called the Early Republic, spanning forty years 
from the late 1780s to the late 1820s, asceticism and ceaseless work, 
two bedrock attributes of Puritan-anchored New England, came under 
sustained pressure from forces of change that included industrial 
growth and westward expansion. A core emotion driving the new era 
was pride. Pride had been considered a sin in colonial New England. 
Children had been taught to fear pride in the new world.29 Two hundred 
years later, pride and greed began to congeal into ambition, like iron 
and carbon made steel. The tandem emotions were good for progress 
and easier on the soul, granting it freedom. An ambitious young man 
like Mellen Chamberlain could praise or demonize pride and greed as 
he saw fit for his own purposes without being ostracized. Industry was 
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especially fond of pride because it fueled ambition. As J. M. Opal wrote 
in Beyond the Farm: National Ambitions in Rural New England, “From 
pride grew ambition, the ‘predominant vice’ of adolescents and head-
strong youth [and] the best answer to ambition, of course, was 
industry.”30

A crucial thing to remember is that when Chamberlain came of age 
the meaning of industry was undergoing a radical transition. Before the 
Industrial Age, “to be industrious was to be a reliable contributor to the 
working household, not a go-getter with discrete aspirations [who fled 
to the city.]” Industrious farmers, Opal wrote, were “‘fixed in one spot’ 
and accepted and were satisfied with the ‘narrow limits’ of their lives . . 
. industry applied more often and effectively inside the household, 
where it advised youth that their path in life, as in work, led from and 
then back to the household.”31 

Beyond the Farm follows the lives of six young men who grew up in 
New England in the early nineteenth century and got beyond the spot, 
pushing the narrow limits of their time and paying for it in contrasting 
ways. For me, a writer with a Masters of Business Administration de-
gree in marketing, reading Opal and listening to Mudgett was enlight-
ening. I had always presumed that ambition was as American as apple 
pie and came over on the Mayflower. Not one course I ever took in 
business school mentioned otherwise or challenged that conviction. A 
professor who did so would have upset the glorified narrative of capi-
talistic righteousness as a natural force hiding inside the agrarian soul, 
awaiting mobility and technology and the lure of wealth to bring it 
forth. That was a subtext preached by the titans of the Industrial Age, 
which was already well launched and reshaping Britain and the Euro-
pean continent before the United States jumped on the coal-fired band-
wagon. That I knew so little about the social and religious convictions 
that gave rise to ambition startled me. The protracted impacts rippling 
off this relatively recent phenomenon changed the history of our nation 
and the world. The new industrialism begat ambition in varying de-
grees in the states that formed the United States, which was expanding 
and wiping out the native Americans who refused to move westward 
beyond the Mississippi River. In our expanding nation, industry was a 
paragon of capitalism. Mellen Chamberlain was a new capitalist seem-
ingly free of guilt over leaving Peacham and his rural roots. In the 
1820s and 1830s his home state, conservative and agricultural, found 
its dominant way of life being gradually left behind. One small Ver-
mont town, St. Johnsbury, refused to live in the past and began manu-
facturing platform scales, selling them throughout the young nation that 
was experiencing a ferocious expansion.
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Five yearS oF Great Good Fortune: 1833-1838
 The most brilliant man who ever went out from the town.

—Oliver Johnson, fiery abolitionist from Peacham  
on Mellen Chamberlain32

Two of Chamberlain’s contemporaries, Erastus and Thaddeus Fair-
banks of St. Johnsbury, were start-up industrialists in northern Ver-
mont. In the early 1830s the brothers expanded their scale-making op-
eration and partnered with four agents who managed distinct territories. 
On August 16, 1833, they signed an agreement with Chamberlain to 
create the Chamberlain and Fairbanks Territory.33 He was thirty-eight 
and still heavily invested in Maine. He had his law practice there, in-
vestments that included a mill, and a home in Castine with a wife and 
child. Yet he lacked a stellar personal success to elevate him to the up-
per ranks of the era’s businessmen. He did not, however, lack cash.

The extant exchanges between Chamberlain and the Fairbanks broth-
ers tell us little about the details or negotiations. From the documents 
we do have, we know that Chamberlain gave E&T Fairbanks the equiv-
alent of $10,000 in exchange for the rights to “make, sell & convey our 
Platform scales or weighing machines in all that section of country west 
of the Allegheny mountains, including Alabama and excepting Michi-
gan.” A sense of how much money that was is suggested by the fact 
that the average wage in New England for a laborer then was $1.00 a 
day, for a carpenter $1.45 a day, and for a mason $1.62 a day. Attesting 
to the inequality of pay by gender, recruiters hired Vermont women 
from ages fifteen to thirty-five to work in the woolen mills of Massa-
chusetts and Maine, starting at $1.00 a week, plus board and a free ride 
south. Many women took the offer because the options at home were 
limited and paid even less. Wages for Fairbanks employees were good, 
notes Yale; in the late 1830s they averaged $1.15 per day, as much or 
more than many other workers in New England “and considerably more 
than full-time Vermont farm workers.”34 

Whether Chamberlain or one of the Fairbanks brothers initiated the 
deal between them is unclear. The brothers were growing a company, 
which also made stoves and plows, and contracted with four agents. 
One was responsible for America’s eastern seaboard, from northern 
Pennsylvania east of the Allegheny Mountains to the southern tip of 
Florida. Chamberlain’s territory was everywhere west of that, with the 
exception of Michigan.35 His territory was vast, unexploited, and acces-
sible by a network of rivers. Pittsburgh, located on the confluence of the 
Ohio, Monongahela, and Allegheny Rivers, became the hub. The re-
cently completed Main Line Canal, part of Pennsylvania’s extensive 
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transportation plan, linked Pittsburgh with Philadelphia, which was con-
nected to New York City by train. The canal included an exciting out-
of-water climb, with the canal boats riding on flatbed railroad cars up 
and over the Allegheny divide, the power provided by steam engines.36

The platform scales made in Vermont were shipped from St. Johns-
bury by stage, rail, or water. The precision parts were small. For a sin-
gle large platform scale they could be carried in the saddle bags of a 
horse, if necessary.37 On-site construction of platform scales was the 
rule. The materials were mostly wood, which came from near the site. 
As for the market for the scales, Yale claimed that the Fairbanks broth-
ers didn’t “have a clue in the 1830s that the company was going to get 
as big and rich as it did.”38

Chamberlain may have possessed a better sense of imminent success 
than his partners. A month after inking the contract he was in Pitts-
burgh. The trip from Vermont would have been quite easy: catch a 
steam-powered ferry in Burlington, go south on Lake Champlain, cross 
to the Hudson River via the Champlain Canal, go south by boat on the 
Hudson River to the Erie Canal, then west via a packet boat through 
Utica, New York, then overland by coach. Or continue down the Hud-
son River, take a train from New York City to Philadelphia, then enjoy 
the new canal from there to Pittsburgh.39 However he got to his destina-
tion, Chamberlain promptly showed his business acumen.

On October 29, 1833, the Pittsburgh Weekly Gazette published an 
ordinance concerning the weighing of hay. The preface reveals Cham-
berlain’s extraordinary persuasive skills: 

Whereas, Mellen Chamberlain has proposed to the corporate authorities 
of the Borough of Allegheny, to erect, at his own expense, in a public part 
of the town, a hay scale, for public use, provided he shall, for three years, 
have the receipts arising from same, charging the same rates for weighing 
that are charged in the city of Pittsburgh.40

Chamberlain & Fairbanks Territory. In 
August 1833, Erastus and Thaddeus 
Fairbanks assigned the rights to manu-
facture and sell their company’s plat-
form scales throughout the vast territory 
to Chamberlain. The region extended 
west of the Allegheny Mountains to the 
Mississippi River and south to New 
Orleans. Fairbanks Papers, Vermont 
Historical Society. 
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All the hay sold in Allegheny City had to be weighed on the scale. 
Anyone caught selling unweighed hay would forfeit the load and pay a 
ten dollar fine. Anyone found careless or negligent in the weighing of 
hay, whether they worked for Chamberlain or not, would be fined 
twenty dollars. The agent for Fairbanks Scales could install his measur-
ing instrument where he saw fit and use as much of the park as he 
deemed necessary. He might also enjoy the view, for the park over-
looked the confluence of the Ohio and Allegheny Rivers. Pittsburgh 
proper was on the far shore.41 The scale, installed by the first of Novem-
ber, also weighed wagons, carts and sleds. 

At the time Pittsburgh, formerly Fort Pitt, an outpost for fighting Na-
tive Americans, was growing. Its population climbed from 13,000 in 
1830 to 43,000 in 1837. About half the residents were native-born 
Americans, like the lanky, light-haired, blue-eyed Vermonter who may 
have had a north-country Vermont accent or picked up some down-east 
phrases from his decade in Castine. Not that accents were rare in Pitts-
burgh. The smoky, windy, hilly city, with its forges, factories, and jobs, 
drew large numbers of immigrants, most from Europe, along with freed 
slaves from the North and runaway slaves from the South, the Mason-
Dixon line being about seventy miles away.42

There were hotels, though most were pretty rough. This wasn’t New 
England or New York City, with fancy inns and toll roads, but the rug-
ged Midwest, with immigrant settlers and riverside towns being estab-
lished along the Ohio River, which flowed for 900 miles to the Missis-
sippi River. In a few cities like Cincinnati, if a traveler was lucky he 
might find a clean room for the night. “Hotels then were getting more 
comfortable,” Dona Brown, a University of Vermont  history professor 
and expert on 1830s travel, told me. “Hotels were small, though. The 
Bible sellers were out in the 
hinterland more than the 
merchants.”43 As for Chamber-
lain hauling Catherine along 
with him from Pittsburgh to, 
say, Louisville, aboard a plush 
packet boat with roof-deck 

Fairbanks Hay Scale. The most pop-
ular scale sold, mostly by itinerant 
salesmen, throughout the Chamber-
lain & Fairbanks Territory. Fair-
banks Scales papers, St. Johnsbury 
History & Heritage Center. 
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seating and sleeping accommodations, she probably would have been a 
bad fit in the masculine crowd wheeling and dealing on a watery world. 
There is no mention of Catherine in any correspondence for the period, 
nor of siblings or friends. There are only fragments of bookkeeping that 
suggest the faintest outline of an ambitious man on the move making 
money. 

The records do show that Chamberlain hired two local sales agents in 
Pittsburgh who, in turn, hired itinerant agents who traveled west on the 
Ohio River and its tributaries. The itinerant agents, numbering in the 
dozens, pitched, sold, and installed mostly hay scales in Dayton, Louis-
ville, Nashville, and other places alongside the Mississippi River, all 
the way to New Orleans.44 The agents relied on ferries, barges, and 
packet boats to get around. The busy scale weighing  hay in the park in 
Allegheny was a strong advertisement; it also brought in a steady cash 
flow as Chamberlain grew his business. To his main agents, Moses At-
wood of Pittsburgh and L. R. Livingston, he soon sold one-tenth of his 
rights to market and make Fairbanks scales throughout the Chamber-
lain and Fairbanks Territory. The middleman system that they imple-
mented introduced efficiencies and organizational methods that the 
agents benefited from administratively and financially. Yale wrote, 
“Mellen Chamberlain was accountable to E & T Fairbanks and Com-
pany. Moses Atwood sent accounts to Mellen Chamberlain. In turn, 
several agents reported sales to Atwood. In an account to Mellen Cham-
berlain, Moses Atwood reported the sale [of] fifty-nine scales sold by 
twelve other agents. One itinerant agent accounted for sixty-four of the 
sales. The advantage of this pyramid system was that E & T Fairbanks 
only had to deal with Chamberlain rather than corresponding with doz-
ens of agents.”45

L. R. Livingston, however, would prove trying. Chamberlain’s heirs 
would dicker with the shifty middleman over money and sales well into 
the 1840s, long after the Danube tragedy. 

Business correspondence and personal letters pinpointing Chamber-
lain’s exact movements are scant. A letter to him in Louisville provides 
hard evidence that he did travel west, presumably by water; the letter 
also mentions care being given to his daughter Katty.46 He was back in 
St. Johnsbury in 1834. The records that Fairbanks kept to monitor its 
transportation department mention M. Chamberlain arriving in town on 
a wagon hauled by D. Rowland, a teamster, on August 21. 

Relying on the thorough descriptions of the Fairbanks operation 
alongside the Sleeper River provided by Yale, we can picture Cham-
berlain returning to his home turf, having had a successful first year as 
an agent in the Midwest. Possibly he spent some time in the iron works, 
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which was the size of a modest barn, twenty-five feet by sixty feet. In-
side the building two forges heated iron, and noisy, water-driven ham-
mers pounded it into parts. The precision finish work took place in the 
adjacent grist mill on grindstones and with hand files and punches. A 
dozen workmen, including a few  blacksmiths, handled and worked the 
iron.47 Much of it went into the making of stoves and plows, which 
were still mainstays of the company’s sales, the market for the platform 
scales just taking off. 

Thaddeus Fairbanks, the inventor brother, could often be found at the 
iron works. A stickler for quality, he once claimed, “Faulty work was 
sure to be sent out, unless I was watching all the time.”48 He watched 
closely and kept quality high.

It is illuminating to consider the similarities and differences between 
a platform scale and a prototype of the telegraph, since Chamberlain 
got rich on the former and lost his life over the latter. The hay scale in a 
park in Pennsylvania and the one-off telegraph pieced together in a flat 
in Paris were both big and bulky, yet their key parts were small and 
precise. The electromagnetic telegraph, though, was a sophisticated de-
vice of the future, with copper wires to provide and transmit electricity. 
The seed invention of the new communication age demanded a venue 
of considerable size to demonstrate its functionality. A palace, for in-
stance. Or a train depot. It needed someone both to tap out Morse code 
on one end and to record the code on the other end. Needless to say, to 
do that, you had to know Morse code, a new language of dots and 
dashes, and be able to translate it. In contrast, the platform hay scale 
was a product of manufactured parts, a pattern, shipping, and assembly, 
with local labor capable of installation and operation. No cannon balls 
flew off such a scale and threatened the toes of curious bystanders. The 
scale was safe. A telegraph prototype  came with dangers having to do 
with the unexpected. Of course, once the telegraph became reliable and 
production of its components routinized, it too shed its moments of em-
barrassing, exciting, and sometimes dangerous, performance. Compar-
ing the two devices as concepts that Chamberlain recognized as com-
mercially viable, we can appreciate how advanced and reliable the 
platform scale was, whereas the complex affair that Sam Brown repeat-
edly helped piece together, fine tune, and plug in was often as reliable 
as a flying carpet. 

 Regrettably, there are no details about Chamberlain’s office, living 
quarters, or social haunts in Pittsburgh or out in the territory. All we 
know for certain is that financially he did pretty well for himself, his 
agents, their itinerant agents, and the Fairbanks brothers in Vermont. 
The extant sales reports are impressive, identifying cities and the num-
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ber of scales installed.49 After five busy years, one of which, 1837, ig-
nited a financial panic that closed banks and torched the dreams of 
many aspiring businessmen, Chamberlain emerged relatively unscathed 
and eager to expand his horizons.50 

In the spring of 1838 he cut his ties to Pittsburgh, although he re-
tained ownership of eighty percent of the sales territory, and arranged 
the fateful trip to Europe with Catherine and Katty—a  trip initially 
planned to take the family on the Grand Tour. Before sailing, he got let-
ters of introduction from well-connected business acquaintances and 
associates. Some confirmed that he was ambitious, flexible, and could 
be trusted. One alluded to his ability to thrive in the competitive mar-
ketplaces of an industrialized world.51 Mellen Chamberlain may have 
seldom pleased his demanding father, nor have posted a stream of let-
ters to his family and former friends in Peacham, but he did join the 
ranks of a new American elite: the deal makers.

Why did Chamberlain go abroad? Although he left behind no record 
of his thinking, it is clear that he had excelled in the Chamberlain and 
Fairbanks Territory to a degree that opened his eyes to potential oppor-
tunities that were as vast conceptually as his territory west of the Al-
leghenies had been physically. But he could seize new fruit only by 
traveling to new places. In Europe, and especially in the Ottoman Em-
pire, the traditions and rules he had lived by could be jettisoned, at least 
for a while. Traveling for adventure on the Grand Tour and traveling 
for gain, should an option present itself, were both appealing. Also, it is 
reasonable to think that pitching scales in the Midwest no longer en-
gaged him; that he longed for novelty, new faces, and new places. At 
age forty-two, the romantic in him may have cried out for tending and 
he surrendered to the call.

an unFiniShed man 
The very substance of the ambitious is merely the shadow of a dream.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet 

Looking more deeply into Chamberlain as a new breed of ambitious 
American during the early nineteenth century, it is clear that family was 
not high on his agenda. Cultivating himself as a man of his time was. 
His years as a lawyer, businessman, and agent for Fairbanks Scales 
gave him ample hours to reflect and to acquire an impressive skill set. 
He negotiated well and opportunistically. He took charge: the risks 
high but manageable; the rewards, financial and psychological, pleasur-
able on a scale attained by only a handful of men. Signing on with the 
Fairbanks brothers, he made a deal that tested his mettle and proved it. 
Once allied with Samuel Morse, if Chamberlain had not drowned, his 
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new career in the communications industry, then in its infancy, might 
have made him super rich. Though maybe not. Given his adventurous 
spirit and entrepreneurial eye, Chamberlain could have tried anything 
that engaged him. His attention might have shifted to the railroads. Or 
perhaps to steamships, since he seemed to love the sea. Like another 
Vermonter, George Perkins Marsh, whose skills as a diplomat blos-
somed abroad as the US minister to Italy, where he also managed to 
complete in Genoa the  pioneering environmental book for which he 
remains widely known, Man and Nature,52 Chamberlain could have 
settled by the Mediterranean Sea and sought an ambassadorship. Or 
even become a bon vivant out of a Henry James novel.

 As much as Chamberlain’s life suggests a romantic temperament, 
we don’t know if he read Shelley or Coleridge or Lord Byron, Euro-
pean romantics of his era. An essay-ish piece written while he was at 
Dartmouth College in Hanover in New Hampshire, confirms that he 
had a literary mind; he shifted from one field of literature to another, 
from biography to history for instance, and compared the different de-
grees of literary authority.53 He had a knack for stirring people’s emo-
tions. Yet personal letters mentioning him evoke the image of a young 
man with little time to write back, and even less inclination to do so. He 
also had an eye for the ladies. That he desired access to the seraglio of 
Muhammad Ali in Egypt, a pasha with a very unchristian-like number 
of wives and children, is not surprising. That he longed for an erotic 
night with an odalisque, and, in one of the surviving letters written by 
him, told a friend about it, alters our vision of him considerably. It 
makes him contemporary and complex. Despite being a family man 
and a Congregationalist raised on sermons of hellfire, brimstone, and 
fealty to the Lord, no record confirms he attended church after he left 
Peacham. One would think so, but we do not know.

Heightened self-awareness was a unifying theme in the European ro-
mantics. It was also a theme embraced by young men in New England 
fleeing family farm for opportunities and pleasures in new places. 
Chamberlain didn’t flee from a farm and his self-awareness is hard to 
gauge, due in part to the lack of telling letters, which a broader research 
effort, one that included European, Egyptian, and Turkish archives, 
might change. The course of his short life, however, lends credence to 
his self-absorption, though he rarely demonstrated greed. He left 
Peacham while his siblings stayed (his brother William Jr. being an ex-
ception, though his flight was only to Dartmouth College where he be-
came a Professor of Latin and Greek). The younger brother Ezra was 
dubbed “an eagle among the ravens” and “a man of taste and letters 
among farmers,” by William Jr.54 As the son who stayed, Ezra fit the 
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eighteenth-century definition of a man of industry.  Ezra lived his whole 
life in Peacham, except for three years at Dartmouth, took care of the 
homestead and his parents, and was his brother Mellen’s administrator 
after his death. The dutiful son and brother made certain that neither 
Catherine nor Katty Chamberlain lacked financial support and family 
sympathy for the rest of their lives.

When the packet boat capsized in rapids on the Danube River down-
stream of Vienna, Chamberlain was suffused with the new industrial 
alchemy that made men rich beyond their forebears’ wildest dreams. 
With an oval face, prominent nose and chin, curled bangs over his fore-
head, and a successful man’s self-confidence, he was a head turner.

As Opal writes, “The restless sons were the focal points of the 
changes and conflicts at hand because they, more than their sisters, 
stood to inherit both the local properties that brought independence and 
the national society that promised something more.”55 Nevertheless, it 
must have been painful to be reminded regularly by your father who 
loved land, Vermont land in particular, and had made his fortune from 
it, that you had abandoned the soil. No wonder Chamberlain rarely 
went north. Better to live by the sea, by rivers; they weren’t owned, of-
fered a fast escape, were always moving. An undiscussed gap between 
father and son over how one should live seems to have shadowed both 
men until their respective deaths. The conflict between powerful fathers 
and powerful sons was not an unusual story, then or now.

A hundred and eighty years after Mellen Chamberlain’s death, we 
know few details of what happened. Whatever the cause of the tragedy, 
in the pre-telegraph age it took a week or more for word to reach Cath-
erine and Katty in Paris, then an additional month for the tragedy to 
touch the rest of the family, most living in Peacham and Hanover, New 
Hampshire. Moved to impassioned oratory by the loss, Sarah Chamber-
lain, a widow herself (William Chamberlain Jr. had died in 1830 at the 
age of thirty-three), wrote to Abigail about a “subject that possesses my 
thoughts a great deal.”

I refer to the expediency of making an attempt to procure the remains of 
our beloved brother. I know that to many this would seem not only un-
necessary but foolish, yet I confess it does not so strike me. True, what 
remains is only the mortal and earthly and is no longer lovely but is it not 
sacred and precious to us? The Patriarch[s] thought it not immaterial 
where their bones were deposited and all history furnishes proof that it is 
a sentiment of ours to cherish a tender affection a—veneration I had al-
most said—for the body, which, though sown in weakness is to be raised 
in power and I can not think there is any thing in the revelations of chris-
tianity that should make us more indifferent to it. I do not know indeed 
that we have any reason to assume the departed spirit is at all affected by 
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