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Meredith Brown's Touching Americas History: From the Pequot 
War Through WWII is an effort to link historic objects into a written 
narrative. Brown selects twelve relics, ranging in origin from the Pequot 
War to the Second World War, to explore the development of America and 
its people. Many of the relics are family heirlooms, thus the narrative is 
as much of Brown's family history as it is America's development. By 
selecting individual items and linking them to the historical narrative, 
Brown personalizes and humanizes history. "I do better in history," Brown 
offers, "when it becomes concrete and personal to me" (I). The objects are 
varied, although many relate to a military event or person. The emphasis 
on militarism emphasizes the importance of warfare to America's birth and 
development. These objects include a sword carried by Brown's ancestor in 
the Second Seminole War, shavings from the scaffolding from which John 
Brown was hung in 1859, diaries written by his great-grandfather during 
the Civil War, a record of a court-martial of his great-uncle who served in 
the Philippine War, and a section of the toilet bowl used by Adolph Hitler. 
Each object is treated in its own chapter, with a summation and photo of 
the object and a discussion of the historical context. Touching Americas 
History functions as a written "show-and tell" narrative and as such lacks a 
unifying thesis or argument. 

Material culture provides a tangible connection to the past. Touching 
the wooden shavings from the platform in which John Brown was hung 
serves as a concrete connection to the divisiveness of the mid I 91h century 
and the nation's impending Civil War. Brown's chapter on the scaffold 
shavings includes a summary of John Brown's life and a discussion of the 
events at Harpers Ferry in October I 859. Another object includes two 
diaries written by the author's great-grandfather, John Mason Brown, a 
Kentuckian who served as a colonel in the Union army. Colonel Brown 
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recounts the volatility of the 191h century Kentucky frontier and his 
experiences defending Kentucky against the raids by Confederate Colonel 
John Hunt Morgan. Such is the case with each object. Touching Americas 
History doesn't advance or redefine any scholarly debate, nor does it open 
new interpretive dialogue, but it does underscore the importance of historic 
objects as primary sources and reaffirms the value of material culture. For 
the general reader, Brown's book provides a satisfactory narration into key 
events in American history and humanizes history, not as dates and ideas, 
but as people and stories. Through such tangible objects, as well as written 
documents, American history unfolds. 
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