AN ELEGY TO THE MEMORY OF THE AMERICAN VOLUNTEERS 

Anna Young Smith


Who fell in the engagement between the Massachusetts Bay militia, and the British troops, April 19, 1775. 


LET joy be dumb, let mirth's gay carol cease — 
See plaintive sorrow comes bedew'd with tears, 
With mournful steps retires the cherub Peace, 
And horrid War with all his train appears. 


He comes, and crimson slaughter marks his way, 
Stern famine follows in his vengeful tread, 
Before him pleasure, hope, and love decay, 
And meek-eyed mercy hangs drooping head. 

Fled like a dream are those delightful hours, 
When here with innocence and peace we roved, 
Secure and happy in our native bowers, 
Bless'd with the presence of the youths we loved. 


The blow is struck, which through each future age 
Shall call from Pity's eye the frequent tear; 
Which gives the brother to the brother's rage, 
And dyes with British blood the British spear. 


Where'er the barbarous story shall be told, 
The British cheek shall glow with conscious shame, 
This deed, in bloody characters enroll'd, 
Shall stain the lustre of their former name. 


But you, ye brave defenders of our cause, 
The first in this dire contest eall'd to bleed, 
Your names hereafter, crown'd with just applause, 
Each manly breast with joy-unixt woe shall read. 


Your memories dear to every freeborn mind, 
Shall need no monument your fame to raise, 
Forever in our grateful hearts enshrined ; 
And bless'd by your united country's praise. 


But, O, permit the muse with grief sincere, 
The widows' heartfelt anguish to bemoan ; 
To join the sisters' and the orphans' tear, 
Whom this sad day from all they loved has torn 


Blest be this humble strain, if it imparts 
The dawn of peace to but one pensive breast, 
If it can hush one sigh that rends your hearts, 
Or lull your sorrows to a short-lived rest.

But vain the hope, too well this bosom knows 
How faint is Glory's voice to Nature's calls; 
How weak the balm the laurel wreath bestows, 
To heal our breasts when love or friendship falls. 

Yet think, they in their country's cause expired, 
While guardian angels watch'd their parting sighs, 
Their dying breasts with constancy inspired, 
And bade them welcome to their native skies. 

Our future fate is wrapt in darkest gloom, 
And threatening clouds, from which their souls are freed : 
E'er the big tempest burst they press the tomb, 
Not doom'd to see their much-loved country bleed. 

O let such thoughts as these assuage your grief, 
And stop the tear of sorrow as it flows, 
Till Time's all-powerful hand shall yield relief, 
And shed a kind oblivion o'er your woes. 

But, O, thou Being infinitely just, 
Whose boundless eye with mercy looks on all, 
On thee alone thy humbled people trust, 
On thee alone for their deliverance call. 

Long did thy hand unnumber'd blessings shower, 
And crown our land with Liberty and Peace, 
Extend, O Lord, again, thy saving power, 
And bid the horrors of invasion cease. 

But if thy awful wisdom has decreed 
That we severer evils yet shall know, 
By thy Almighty justice doom'd to bleed, 
And deeper drink the bitter draughts of woe,

O, grant us, Heaven, that constancy of mind 
Which over adverse fortune rises still ; 
Unshaken faith, calm fortitude resign'd, 
And full submission to thy holy will. 

To thee, Eternal Parent, we resign 
Our bleeding cause, and on thy wisdom rest, 
With grateful hearts we bless thy power divine, 
And own, resign'd, " Whatever is, is best." 
SMITH, Anna Young

Born 5 November 1756, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; died 3 April 1780, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Wrote under: Sylvia

Daughter of James and Jane Graeme Young; married William Smith, 1775; children: three

After the death of their mother, Anna Young Smith and her brother were raised at Graeme Park near Philadelphia by their aunt, Elizabeth Fergusson. Fergusson was a prolific poet and correspondent, a circumstance which may have encouraged Smith in her own writing. Smith's early poetry and letters suggest admiration for Fergusson's talent and gratitude for her kindness. Most of Smith's extant poems were written before her marriage, to which her father apparently did not consent. Smith died as a young woman, probably of complications resulting from the birth of her third child (contradictory accounts leave the circumstance and precise date of her death in dispute).

Smith's poems reveal a woman of firm opinions and wide-ranging interests. She treated political and feminist themes as well as the more conventional subjects of love and courtship, gratitude, sensibility, and grief. Her "Elegy to the Memory of the American Volunteers…, " for example, places her on the side of the rebels during the Revolutionary War: "Where e'er the Barb'rous story shall be told, / The British cheek shall glow with conscious shame."

Smith was as firm in her demand for fair treatment of women as she was in her politics. She responded to "Reading [Jonathan] Swift's Works" in characteristically strong language: "Ungenerous bard, whom not e'en Stella's charms / Thy vengeful satire of its sting disarms! / Say when thou, dipp'st thy keenest pen in gall, / Why must it still on helpless woman fall? / …thy harsh satire, rude, severe, unjust, / Awakes too oft our anger or disgust." Other more conventional pieces detail Smith's courtship, her gratitude to her aunt, a tribute to her grandfather, and advice to a friend.

Creating in a very short time a body of poetry remarkable for its diversity, Smith leaves one wishing she had more than 24 years to pursue her craft.
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