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Prologue



In February 1959, four months shy of her seventy-ninth birthday, Helen Keller received a letter from a civil rights activist named George Houser. He was writing to enlist her support for a cause that he knew she held dear. During a predawn raid three years earlier, South African authorities had rounded up scores of dissidents organizing against the brutal apartheid regime that saw millions of non-white citizens oppressed by a dominant white minority. Among the figures charged with high treason—and now facing the death penalty—was an activist named Nelson Mandela, a man still largely unknown even in his own country.


Years later, the fight against apartheid would emerge as a liberal cause célèbre, which saw an array of high-profile figures speak out against the racist system. But in 1959, much of the world was still firmly mired in the Cold War, and the South Africa Treason Trial was inextricably tied to an ideology that had served as a political bogeyman for most of the past decade. Mandela and the other defendants had been charged under the Suppression of Communism Act, and many Americans were still afraid to associate themselves with any progressive cause—let alone one that carried the explicit taint of Communism.


In fact, Helen herself had publicly stood up to the Red-baiting tactics of Joseph McCarthy a few years earlier and subsequently faced intense pressure from her longtime employer, the American Foundation for the Blind, who suggested that her outspoken political beliefs were jeopardizing her reputation and endangering the cause that she had worked for all her life.


Now, the South African legal defense committee was running out of the funds it desperately needed to fight the case, and Houser believed an endorsement from one of the world’s most admired women could provide a much-needed boost. She was still haunted by the nearly three months she had spent in South Africa eight years earlier, where she had been horrified at the squalor and segregation that painfully reminded her of the Jim Crow system that was still very much alive in her home state of Alabama.


By this time, most Americans had forgotten that Helen was once a radical socialist firebrand who had used her celebrity to crusade against the oppression of women, the exploitation of workers, the crimes of Nazi Germany, and the indignities of Jim Crow while extolling the merits of revolution. Many preferred to think of her as the “inspirational” six-year-old deafblind girl who had learned to communicate thanks to a miraculous teacher. If Helen acceded to the committee’s request and agreed to lend her name to a cause explicitly linked with Communism, there was a very real risk that the saintly image those around her had worked so hard to cultivate could be shattered. It could perhaps even derail the ongoing negotiations around a dramatization of her life called The Miracle Worker.


But Helen had once before chosen pragmatism over principle in an episode involving racial discrimination, and she had regretted it ever since. When the Defense Trial Bulletin appeared a month later, it carried an appeal for funds and a poignant statement from one of the world’s most beloved icons:



Freedom-loving, law-abiding men and women should unite throughout the world to uphold those who are denied their rights to advancement and education and shall never cease until all lands are purged from the poison of racism and oppression.





It was one more chapter of her extraordinary life destined to be ignored or forgotten in favor of a more familiar narrative.















Part One



MIRACLE VS. MYTH















Chapter One



Before the Miracle


She was among the most celebrated women of her generation. Newspapers and magazines throughout the world heralded the accomplishments of the remarkable girl who—afflicted by a terrible disease as an infant—was said to have been trapped in a void of darkness and despair before an extraordinary teacher single-handedly accomplished the impossible: taught the girl to communicate by spelling into her hand. Soon, she was reading and writing and, before long, had even mastered philosophy, history, literature, and mathematics. After the world’s most famous writer publicized her story, she was inundated with letters from around the globe thanking her for humanizing people with disabilities. Until then, many assumed that people with her condition—“deaf, dumb, and blind”—were barely human. Now, celebrities flocked to meet her, and children everywhere knew her name.


But this was not Helen Keller. A half century before Helen came along, there was Laura Bridgman. And before Helen’s teacher, Annie Sullivan, there was Samuel Gridley Howe. Bridgman and Howe are now mostly forgotten, but without their achievements, Helen’s “miracle” would never have happened.
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By the time Samuel Gridley Howe embarked on his first crusade in 1824, he was convinced he had been chosen by God for a noble calling. From his upbringing in an undistinguished Boston family, Howe had coasted through his early life with few expectations placed upon him. Yet, unlike the city’s Brahmin elite who claimed leadership of New England commerce and politics as their birthright, Howe was determined to make his mark based on his own merits.


Perhaps because of their diminished social status, the Howes were always a little out of step with Boston society. The family notably rejected the conservative politics usually associated with the rigidly Federalist city, embracing instead the liberal ideas of Jeffersonian Democratic Republicans. It often left Howe a pariah at Boston Latin—the school he attended as a boy—where Howe was frequently bullied for his family’s unconventional views. This almost certainly influenced his decision to attend the liberal Baptist college, Brown, instead of the Federalist bastion, Harvard. Attending Harvard would have given him a leg up in society but would have forced him to coexist with his secondary school tormentors.


Following graduation, he remained directionless, leaving many of his circle surprised at his decision to attend Harvard Medical School, especially since he shunned Harvard years earlier and had always scoffed at the practice of medicine.1 At the august institution, then considered America’s finest university, he once again failed to distinguish himself, which confounded many who saw such promise in the bright young man. While his fellow students pored over anatomy charts and medical jargon, Howe could often be found reading his favorite poet, Lord Byron, long into the night. Byron’s romantic epics had long inspired Howe’s unquenched sense of adventure, but it was the English poet’s real-life escapades that would finally spur the young student to leave his old life behind in favor of a heroic calling.


Across the sea in Greece, a revolution was underway between the philhellenes, the partisans for independence, and the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled Greece for more than four centuries. The Turks were portrayed as barbaric oppressors in a ceaseless Christian propaganda campaign designed to summon young men to the Greek cause. It was a war of the “crescent against the cross,” trumpeted Harvard professor Edward Everett during Howe’s time there.2 After devoting much of his personal fortune to refitting the rebel fleet, Byron mustered his own brigade, which he was determined to lead into battle, but in the end, he contracted fever and succumbed before ever seeing the battlefield. Byron’s demise came only weeks before Howe’s Harvard graduation in 1824 and was very likely the impetus for the young man’s sudden declaration that he planned to wade into the cause of Grecian liberty. Throwing himself into the Greek struggle, he fought in the siege of Athens and served as a ship’s surgeon for a time, eventually rising to chief surgeon of the armed forces while periodically traveling back to the United States to raise funds for refugees displaced by the war.3


By the time he returned home for good seven years later, his accolades had received widespread attention from the media back home and Howe had earned the moniker “Lafayette of the Greek Revolution.” Boston seemed his for the taking—a far cry from the undistinguished laggard who set sail fresh out of school. And yet, the young man returned disillusioned—unimpressed by his own heroics and the success of the revolution, which resulted in the Treaty of Constantinople, establishing Greek independence in 1832.


No closer to deciding on a vocation, his life’s work came about through a fortuitous encounter with an old medical school classmate, Dr. John Dix Fisher, who had been a year ahead of Howe at Harvard. On a journey to Paris a few years earlier, Fisher had visited the Institut National des Jeunes Aveugles, the world’s first formal school for the blind, founded in 1784 by Valentin Haüy.4 By showcasing the art and music of blind children, the French educator had aimed to impress the public with the children’s abilities rather than inspire pity for their condition. The school had also experimented with a new technique called raised type using embossed letters to teach its students to read, though this system would later be replaced by a tactile system of raised dots developed by one of its teachers, Louis Braille. Upon his return to America, Fisher resolved to establish a similar school in the United States. Appealing to the Massachusetts legislature, he had already received a state charter for his proposed school but had made no progress in finding the right person to head the institution until he ran into Howe on a stroll with two fellow trustees in 1831 and decided on the spot that he was their man.


In colonial America, the care of people with disabilities had often been considered a local responsibility. Many towns established “poor farms” and almshouses to support citizens whose families could not cope with their care. Under this system, however, people with disabilities were often associated with criminals and paupers, collectively considered undesirable populations who could acceptably be segregated from “polite society” in overcrowded and unsanitary conditions with a minimum of care.5 Eventually, people with physical or cognitive disabilities were often sent to “lunatic asylums” to be contained, rather than cared for. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the concept of “moral treatment” had been imported from Europe and more humane practices were employed to “treat” people with disabilities, who had come to be known as the “woefully afflicted.”6


Until Samuel Howe took the reins of the New England school, the education of blind children was often restricted to wealthy families who could afford to hire tutors. Howe was determined to change that. Drawing from his considerable experience on behalf of Greek independence, he devoted his days to soliciting funds to ensure that blind people would no longer be treated as a “pauper class.” “Blindness,” he wrote in his first report, is “one of those instruments by which a mysterious Providence has chosen to afflict man… Much can be done for them… you may light the lamp of knowledge within them, you may enable them to read the Scripture themselves.”7 The latter sentiment was especially characteristic of the arguments that reformers of his era used to extol the virtues of educating blind people—the idea that such an education would enable them to “receive” Christianity.


Having secured permission from the trustees to travel abroad for several months to investigate European practices in the field, Howe returned to Boston in July 1832 unimpressed by what he had discovered. He was especially distressed to learn that fewer than 5 percent of the graduates of these schools could earn a living upon graduation. Many ended up begging or were institutionalized in asylums for the indigent.8 Instead of receiving the tools to function in society, he lamented, blind people were treated as “mere objects of pity.”9 He was determined that his school would enable them to integrate into society free from the stigma of dependence.


Still lacking a building, the fledgling school commenced operations in July 1832 with an inaugural class of six pupils, ranging in age from six to twenty-one, in the sitting room of his father’s house. He had recruited some of the students off street corners, others through appeals to the politicians of neighboring towns. Inspired by the methods of Valentin Haüy’s work in France, he eventually staged a public demonstration at Boston’s Masonic Hall to showcase his students’ newly acquired skills. The children would sing hymns, read Scripture, and recite poetry while spectators marveled at their abilities, often in tears.10 After a newspaper described the exhibition as “one of the most delightful and gratifying spectacles we ever beheld,”11 society ladies throughout New England began competing with each other to stage fairs and exhibitions to raise funds for Howe’s much-talked-about endeavor.12 Before long, he was parading his students before the Massachusetts legislature, which dutifully appropriated the sum of $6,000 per year to cover the tuition of twenty students.13 In 1833, a trustee named Thomas Perkins donated his home and estate on the outskirts of Boston to establish a permanent facility, which would be known as the Perkins School for the Blind.14


Despite its rapid success, Howe was soon bored with the mundane administrative tasks involved in running a school. Complaining to a friend that he was finding the job too “narrow,” he confessed that he was craving new challenges. “If I am good for anything, it is as a pioneer in a rough untrodden path. I want the stimulus of difficulty.” He soon found just the challenge.


More than a decade before Perkins came into existence, America’s first school for deaf children had been established in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817 by a Frenchman named Laurent Clerc. Similar to the early attitudes about the education of blind people, early advocates argued that teaching deaf children to read would help guide them to Christianity. By the 1830s, thousands benefited from the efforts of Howe and Clerc, both of whom succeeded in bringing the education of people with disabilities into the mainstream. Yet there was another category of disability—a condition little known by most Americans, but one that had captured the imagination of Howe, whose mission was to demonstrate society’s obligation to educate all its citizens, regardless of their circumstances. If he was seeking a grand social experiment to prove his hypothesis, there would be no better example, he believed, than the challenge of educating someone who was both deaf and blind.


In future years, Howe was fond of quoting a passage from Blackstone Commentaries, an eighteenth-century British treatise that helped shape the early US legal system:




A man is not an idiot, if he hath any glimmering of reason, for that he can tell his parents, his age, or the like matters. But a man who is born deaf, dumb, and blind, is looked upon by the law as in the same state with an idiot; he being supposed incapable of understanding, as wanting those senses which furnish the human mind with ideas.15





In fact, it was generally believed that someone who was blind and deaf—as well as “dumb,” the commonly used expression for a person unable to speak—could not possibly possess the capacity for learning and understanding that had already been demonstrated by those restricted by the individual conditions. On a visit to the Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb in Hartford some years earlier, Howe met a resident named Julia Brace, who had already achieved a degree of fame as the only widely known deafblind person in America. Julia had contracted typhus at the age of four and lost both her sight and hearing. Arriving at the Hartford school as the only blind resident in 1825, shortly before her eighteenth birthday, Julia’s education had been limited. She knew some rudimentary signs and learned to sew and knit, but there had been no attempt to formally educate her. During her time at the Asylum, she had reportedly shown little aptitude for learning to read or write.16 In 1831, the famed French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville visited the Hartford school and wrote about his observations after Julia was pointed out to him. “From time to time she smiled at her thoughts,” he observed. “It was a strange sight. How could anything funny or pleasant take place in a soul so walled in, what form does it take? The director told me she was very gentle and easy to handle.”17 Julia also captured the attention of Lydia Huntley Sigourney, one of America’s best-known poets, who had championed her story in verse and in a popular children’s anthology.18 These lyrical accounts had gained Julia a measure of celebrity and eventually inspired Howe to pay a visit to Hartford to meet her for himself. However, he concluded that at twenty-seven years old, her advanced age made her an unfit prospect for his goal of proving that a deafblind person could be educated.19 His search resumed in earnest until the spring of 1837, when he read a report about the case of a seven-year-old child in a neighboring state.


Laura Dewey Bridgman was born in Hanover, New Hampshire, on December 21, 1829—the third child of farmer Daniel Bridgman and his wife, Harmony. Laura had been prone to seizures as an infant and her parents feared she would not survive. But by the age of twenty months, she appeared to regain her health and proved to be a lively, intelligent child. She was already beginning to speak in short sentences when, at the age of twenty-four months, scarlet fever ripped through the household. Both her sisters died, and Laura also nearly succumbed to the ailment, which infected countless children before the development of antibiotics made it a manageable illness. By the time the fever dissipated, the inflammation had taken a terrible toll. Laura lost her sight, hearing, and sense of smell. Her eyes were so sensitive to light that she had to be kept in a darkened room for five months.20


After Howe read an account about Laura written by the head of the Dartmouth College medical department, he immediately arranged to visit Hanover with a group of friends to seize the “rare opportunity” to determine whether this was the prospective pupil he had been searching for. Among the party that accompanied him on the outing was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who at the time was a young Harvard professor of modern languages but who would soon emerge as one of America’s best-known poets. Upon meeting Laura, Howe knew his search was over. “I found her with a well-formed figure; a strongly marked, nervous sanguine temperament; a large, beautifully shaped head; and the whole system in healthy action,” he later recalled.21


Three months later, in October 1837, the seven-year-old girl arrived at Perkins to begin her education. Laura was at first “much bewildered” by her strange new surroundings until she became acquainted with her fellow “inmates,” as Howe described his students.22 Once she settled down, he began his experiment in earnest, using everyday objects such as a spoon, a fork, and a key, and pasted labels with their name embossed in raised letters. Before long, she learned to place the labels on the correct objects, but Howe sensed that these skills merely demonstrated an aptitude for “imitation and memory” rather than an integration of language.


After weeks had passed, he resolved to try a new approach. Rather than simply assigning a label to an object, he cut it into separate components to introduce the concept of letters. Cutting up the word “book” into four pieces, he placed them in the correct order while guiding Laura’s hand to a book. He then scrambled the letters and let her try to piece them together as if to let her solve the next step in the strange puzzle.23 When this proved successful, he did the same with the word “key.”


Once again, she placed the letters in the correct order with little effort. Describing her progress, Howe would later describe this breakthrough as the “supreme moment” when Laura grasped the idea that his efforts and that of the other teachers who had worked with her for weeks had established communication between “her thoughts and ours”:




Hitherto, the process had been mechanical… The poor child had sat in mute amazement, and patiently imitated everything her teacher did; but now the truth began to flash upon her, her intellect began to work, she perceived that here was a way by which she could herself make up a sign of anything that was in her own mind and show it to another mind… I could almost fix upon the moment when this truth dawned upon her mind and spread its beams upon her countenance. I saw that the great obstacle was overcome.24





Laura’s biographer Ernest Freeberg would note that Howe’s description of this eureka moment was missing from his earliest accounts of her progress and didn’t appear until his annual report of 1841, three years later.25 Nevertheless, it was evident that Laura had acquired the basic principles of language. Once she learned the twenty-six letters of the alphabet, she quickly mastered the concept of forming the letters into words.26 From the moment she understood that objects have names, Laura eagerly demanded to be taught the name of everything she encountered.


Next, Howe directed Lydia Drew—one of many female teachers who worked closely with Laura—to teach her the manual alphabet, a method that he had first observed while visiting Julia Brace at the Hartford Asylum. The relatively simple technique involved presenting Laura with an object and then spelling its name into the palm of her hand. The speed at which she picked up finger spelling was astonishing to Howe and her teachers. “She signs words and sentences so fast and dexterously that only those accustomed to this manual language can follow with the eye the rapid motions of her fingers,” he noted. The teachers often noticed her sitting alone entertaining herself by conducting imaginary dialogues or practicing her spelling.27


Watching her practice the manual alphabet for hours on end, he soon noticed a peculiar habit that illustrated the diligence she applied to her learning. “If she spells a word wrong with her right hand,” he observed, “she instantly strikes it with her left, as her teacher does, in a mark of disapprobation.”28


Howe would later admit that the process of building on each learning success was “slow and tedious,” not least because there were no precedents from which to draw.29 He confided his disappointment that, by the age of nine, after two years of instruction, Laura had only acquired the language skills of the average three-year-old. From the promise she had shown early on, he had clearly expected her to develop at a quicker pace. Still, by age eleven, her progress had reached the point that she was able to take her place in a classroom with the other blind students, while a specially assigned teacher spelled the lessons into her hand. Eventually, she would master a number of complex subjects, including math and philosophy. Long before that, however, Laura Bridgman had already become a household name and her achievements heralded as a “miracle” thanks to the breathless media coverage engineered by her mentor, whose reputation became inextricably tied to the “deaf, dumb, and blind girl from New Hampshire.”


Within a year of Laura’s arrival, Howe used the Perkins annual reports to trumpet her progress and paint an exaggerated and somewhat idealized portrait, despite his aforementioned disappointment about the pace of her development. In charting the trajectory of Laura’s fame, Ernest Freeberg compares Howe’s publicity skills to the legendary nineteenth-century huckster P. T. Barnum, who famously shaped the narrative to make stars of his attractions. “No less than Barnum,” he wrote, “Howe mastered the art of manipulating the public’s interest in her story… in order to advance his career and his institution.”30 Describing her as a very “pretty, sprightly and intelligent” girl deprived of her senses since infancy, Howe likened her mind to a “closed tomb at midnight” before he opened it up with his noble experiment.31


For readers who had previously assumed that deafblind people were uneducable, his inflated description of her rapid progress and mastery of the manual alphabet in a short four months caused an immediate sensation.32 The popular press reprinted his accounts and, before long, Laura Bridgman had become a household name in America.


Eager to take advantage of her newfound celebrity, Howe revived a technique he had used to great effect during the earliest days of his school. He placed her on public exhibit to showcase her astonishing progress—arguing that such displays would increase interest in the education of blind children and “loosen the public and private purse strings.”33 Every month, hundreds of visitors flocked to Perkins desperate to get a glimpse of the prodigy. With a green ribbon wrapped around her eyes to cover her “deformity,” Laura sat at a desk on full display on the lawn of the institute while the ever-expanding crowds watched her reading books with raised type, knitting, and finger spelling into a teacher’s hand. Many poured forward demanding her autograph or pieces of her needlework. Some even asked for locks of her hair.


Describing the increasingly unruly crowds, one of Laura’s teachers, Mary Swift Lamson, lamented in her diary, “The crowd has become so great… and presses so closely about Laura that we are obliged to surround her desk by settees, thus making a little enclosure and protecting her.”34 We have little record of how Laura felt about being exhibited like a zoo animal, but Lamson recalled the bemused girl’s reaction when she realized they had enclosed her off from the crowd. “Are ladies afraid of me?” she asked her teacher.35


Howe’s accounts of Laura’s progress were careful to emphasize the qualities that he knew would capture the admiration of the adoring masses. Thus, he waxed eloquent about her strong moral character and impeccable table manners, along with her sewing skills and her delight in dressing and undressing her dolls. Meanwhile, there was no mention of the other qualities that were already being noted by her teachers—not always for the good—including her passionate views about the immorality of capital punishment and slavery. Having long since taken her place in the classroom with the other students, Laura was exposed to the well-rounded curriculum developed by Howe, who believed that blind children should be exposed to a “new world of intellectual development” so that they could learn to live independently and support themselves in later life.36 Laura took to the lessons in natural history, mathematics, and geography and read voraciously from volumes of raised type that were the forerunners of braille.


Observing that, as a teenager, Laura had become a supporter of the Free-Soil Movement, which was formed to oppose the expansion of the slave trade to the western states, her teacher Mary Swift Lamson noted in her diary, “It was with difficulty that I convinced her that a man might have some good qualities even though he were a slave-holder.”37


Before long, reports emerged that little girls throughout America were poking their dolls’ eyes out, tying them with green ribbon, and calling them “Laura.”38 Many chroniclers have tried to make sense of the phenomenon. What was it about the girl that had struck such a chord? “Laura Bridgman became what the public wanted,” social historian Rosemary Mahoney explains. “An idealized, sentimentalized symbol of suffering tempered by goodness and hard work. She was an example of the power of the human spirit to overcome adversity.”39


Howe was fond of boasting that Laura had become the second-most-famous female in the world, after only Queen Victoria—one of his few claims about the girl that may not have been exaggerated. Indeed, her fame had quickly spread beyond the United States and nowhere more so than England, where newspapers and magazines breathlessly repeated Howe’s accounts.


Among the many visitors who flocked to meet Laura over the years were countless celebrities of the era, so the visit of Charles Dickens to Perkins in January 1842 may not have aroused the same level of excitement that it otherwise might. The celebrated British author had just arrived for his much-anticipated first visit to America. He was only thirty years old but was arguably the western world’s most famous novelist of the time, thanks to the acclaim of books such as Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, and The Pickwick Papers. The stated purpose of his trip was to compare American democracy to the class divisions of Victorian England that he abhorred.40 He could have logically chosen Washington or New York as the starting point for his explorations, but he had long since made up his mind about which of America’s famous attractions would be first on his itinerary. At noon on January 29, he paid a visit to the Perkins School for the Blind to see the girl he would describe as a wonder on par with Niagara Falls, in a travelogue he later published about his trip called American Notes.


Most of the chapter recalling Dickens’s visit to Perkins merely reprints Howe’s description of Laura’s education taken from the school’s annual reports. He closes his account by sounding a somewhat mawkish clarion call—as if to dare the reader not to be moved by the profound significance of Laura’s achievement:




Ye who have eyes and see not, and have ears and hear not, ye who are as the hypocrites of sad countenances… learn healthy cheerfulness and mild contentment from the deaf and dumb and blind. Self-elected saints with gloomy brows, this sightless, earless, voiceless child may teach you lessons you will do well to follow. Let that poor hand of hers lie gently on your hearts.41





When American Notes was published in October of that year, it only served to heighten Laura’s celebrity in America and abroad. Little could she know that his widely read account would one day play a role in relegating her story to obscurity, in favor of another deafblind girl who would replace her in the public imagination.
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Chapter Two



Teacher


Although her most famous pupil came to be known by millions as the ultimate symbol of “overcoming adversity,” scant attention has been devoted to how much Annie Sullivan had overcome in her own life.


In later years, accounts of Sullivan’s upbringing would highlight her “escape” from the horrors of America’s most notorious institution, the Tewksbury Almshouse, setting her on the path to her fateful destiny. But long before scholars had documented the effects of intergenerational trauma, Annie was acutely conscious of the scars she carried from events that took place across the sea years before she was born. Her mother, Alice Cloesy, was only two years old and her father, Thomas Sullivan, a little older when the Great Famine overtook Ireland in 1845. Seventeen years later, both would join the mass exodus of Irish Catholic emigrants fleeing their homeland—escaping the devastating effects of the potato blight and British neglect that would leave millions ravaged by hunger and disease. With $25 sent to him for passage by his older brother, Thomas arrived in Massachusetts with his wife, Alice, in 1862 virtually destitute.


Annie—christened Johanna Mansfield Sullivan—was born in the rural village of Feeding Hills, Massachusetts, on April 14, 1866, the first of five Sullivan children. Growing up, she was mostly unaware of the recently concluded Civil War that had torn apart the nation. Instead, she took from her parents a very different history lesson from across the ocean—one that had left scars on both her parents. Thomas and Alice recounted to their children stories of their own upbringing surrounded by “starving children clinging to mothers already dead, of men in their madness eating grass by the roadside, of cholera on transport ships and other horrors too lurid and horrible to set down in print.”1 On the rare occasions that Thomas wasn’t drunk, Annie remembered him telling her stories of the little people and the fairy folk from the old country. It was one of her few happy memories of Thomas, who, like many unskilled Irish immigrants, could rarely find meaningful work. Whatever pittance he managed to earn reaping wheat on a nearby farm was often squandered on drink while Alice struggled to raise her growing family. Of the four children who followed Annie in quick succession, only her sister Mary was spared the devastating health toll wreaked by poverty. Her youngest brother and middle sister Nellie both died before she was six, while her brother Jimmie was born with a tubercular hip that left him with a severe limp.


When Annie was five, she contracted trachoma, an infectious eye disease caused by bacteria. Untreated, the condition produces recurring, painful infections, making the eyes red and swollen. The resulting scarring of the cornea can cause severe vision loss or blindness.2 The first words that Annie could remember hearing was a neighbor telling her mother, “She would be so pretty if not for her eyes.”3 They never had enough money to afford a doctor, but Annie remembered her father telling her that a drop from the river Shannon—which he compared to holy water—would cure her condition.


Whether it was the misery caused by her deteriorating eyes or the disposition she had inherited from her father, young Annie remembers being “passionately rebellious”—difficult to manage and prone to frequent tantrums.4 During one of these episodes, she rocked her little sister with such force that it resulted in a scar on her forehead. Another time, jealous of a friend’s white mittens, Annie grabbed them and threw them into the fire. “What a terrible child!” she remembered a neighbor complaining.5 Such behavior would inevitably result in whippings from her father so brutal that her mother would be forced to hide her for her protection until he sobered up.


Her mother—known from childhood as “Gentle Alice Cloesy” for her kind demeanor—had always been Annie’s refuge and solace. But at the age of eight Annie’s world shattered when she was awoken by a commotion in the next room and walked in to find her siblings crying, while their mother was laid out in a brown habit brought by the village priest. This “death robe” signified Alice had succumbed during the night to tuberculosis.


In the carriage on the way to the funeral, she remembers jostling with Jimmie when he wouldn’t give her his seat by the window to watch the horses. When he began to cry, their father struck him across the face. “A fire of hatred blazed up in me which burned for many years,” Annie recalled.6


While Mary and Jimmie were sent to live with relatives, it was determined that eight-year-old Annie would “keep house” for Thomas in a little cabin on his brother John’s property. Unsurprisingly, the idea of a half-blind eight-year-old girl looking after her alcoholic father was doomed to fail. Annie began to regard him with increasing contempt—openly pouring scorn on his “incompetence, his intemperance and his illiterate brogue.”7


Annie eventually moved in for a time with Thomas’s brother John and his wife, Anastasia, but, with a growing family of their own, they found it difficult to deal with a girl who, as she would later admit, was “defiant and unmanageable.”8 Five-year-old Jimmie had also proven a burden to the family. His hip ailment had grown worse, and he could only walk with the help of crutches. “There was only one place where he and his sister could be sent to be looked after,” Nella Henney writes, “and that was the place where all the people nobody wanted were sent.”9


Driven by social reformers such as Samuel Gridley Howe and his friend Thomas Mann, the middle of the nineteenth century saw an explosion of institutions dedicated to addressing society’s ills. Out of these movements came a number of positive developments, including universal public education, abolitionism, and a commitment to treat people with physical and mental disabilities humanely. “In the history of the world, the doctrine of Reform had never such scope as at the present hour,” declared Ralph Waldo Emerson in his 1841 essay, “Man the Reformer.”10 In this treatise, the noted American poet/philosopher argued that history is shaped by the fortunes of the poor and that every man should have the opportunity to “conquer the world for himself.”11 Not everybody agreed.


At the same time, a parallel philosophy had begun to emerge arguing that poverty was not an opportunity for citizens to rise from their circumstances but a character flaw in need of eradication. Out of this belief came the increased prominence of the “poorhouse”—designed to instill a work ethic and cure the stigma of dependence that many reformers believed was a by-product of an era when relief and charity were administered on a local level, often by the churches.12 Drawing on the tradition of the English almshouse—a centuries-old institution that provided charitable housing to widows and indigent workers—the first workhouses were established in colonial America as correctional institutions that equated poverty with criminality.13


“Between the 1820s and the late nineteenth century, there was a huge growth in the number of poorhouses in America,” writes social historian David Wagner. “Some were small, even homey, and held ten or twelve people with a superintendent and a matron, usually his unpaid wife. Large cities and some states had more notorious concrete block institutions which held thousands. Among the most notorious was the Tewksbury Almshouse in Massachusetts.”14


When Annie and Jimmie set off for Tewksbury on February 22, 1876, neither had any idea of their destination. Anastasia had informed them they were off to Springfield and would get to ride on a train, so both regarded the trip as an exciting adventure.15 Mary, the only sibling without a disability, had stayed behind to live with her aunt Ellen.


Upon their arrival at the foreboding facility, the Sullivan children were herded onto a carriage and transported to the “house of derelicts” where their condition was recorded in a ledger. Annie was described as having “weak eyes” while the clerk documented five-year-old Jimmie’s “hip complaint.” Neither had ever gone to school, notes the handwritten admission form.16 Residents of Tewksbury, including children, were separated by gender. But when Annie was informed that Jimmie was to be assigned to the men’s section, she raised such a fuss that the officials gave in and permitted him to bunk among the women.


So, sister and brother were sent to the women’s ward where the inmates included women who had both physical and mental health disabilities, labeled by the institution as the “pauper insane.” The largest group were poor immigrants from Europe. The population—predominantly Irish Catholic like herself—was not strikingly different than the one she had known in Feeding Hills. Rather than feel shame about the grim surroundings, she felt “happier and freer” than she had ever felt before—perhaps a sense of liberation from the childhood privations and the whippings of her father.17


Only three months after they arrived at Tewksbury, however, Jimmie succumbed to tuberculosis, leaving Annie all alone among the inmates that she would later describe as “tramps, petty thieves, pickpockets, professional beggars, men out of work, drunkards, blind men, lame men, bedraggled and slovenly, with shamed furtive eyes.”18 The death of her six-year-old brother was one of the few incidents she would recall as profoundly upsetting during her time at Tewksbury. “I must have been sound asleep when Jimmie died, for I didn’t hear them roll his bed into the dead house,” she later recalled, describing her shock when she later visited the makeshift morgue and felt his dead body under a sheet. “Something in me broke. My screams waked everyone in the hospital. Someone rushed in and tried to pull me away; but I clutched the little body and held it with all my might.”19


Among the lasting impacts of her brother’s death was an increasing rejection of the Catholicism that had always played a profound role in the Sullivan household. Annie had befriended a woman with severe disabilities named Maggie Carroll. When Jimmie died, this deeply religious woman advised her to resign herself to a life at the institution, this being God’s will.20 But Annie would not accept that as her future. Nor would she agree to continue taking part in Catholic rituals such as confession. She grew increasingly skeptical of organized religion, while at the same time retaining a strong appreciation for her Irish Catholic heritage. A grim fatalism stalked her for much of her life.


One of Annie’s biographers, Kim Nielsen, notes that in her often-disparaging description of the inmates, she fails to make a connection between her own disability and those of the other residents. As her vision steadily declined, Nielsen notes, her face likely resembled those she described as “having faces with inflamed, swollen eyelids… like animals, the blind bumping into the fence and each other.”21 Annie described her own condition as “bright colors dancing in a perpetual and bewildering procession” before her eyes.22 Her complaints became so severe that she was sent to a nearby Catholic hospital for the first of the many operations she would undergo throughout her life. After two subsequent failed surgeries, her vision had deteriorated to the point that she was now classified as “blind in the public records.”23


Later, as an adult, Annie would look back at her Tewksbury years and acknowledge that, in retrospect, the experience was “cruel, melancholy and indecent.” At the time, however, she felt quite the contrary. “Everything interested me,” she recalled. “I was not shocked, pained, grieved or troubled by what happened. Such things happened. People behaved like that—that was all that there was to it. It was all the life I knew. Things impressed themselves upon me because I had a receptive mind. Curiosity kept me alert and keen to know everything.”24 Like many of her fellow inmates, she was enamored with the Irish nationalist politician Charles Stewart Parnell, who had taken up the Fenian cause of home rule that advocated for Irish self-government. When he visited the United States in 1879 to seek assistance from “our fellow exiled countrymen,” Annie followed news of his trip with great excitement at the thought that her people might finally throw off the shackles of English dominance that she remembered her father bitterly cursing when she was a child.25


Even as she took an interest in the plight of her compatriots across the ocean, however, she remained mostly unfazed by her own surroundings. Long before she arrived, Tewksbury had become infamous throughout the state of Massachusetts for its frightful conditions, including rumors of medical experimentation, cannibalism, sexual assault, and dead babies being dug up and sold to Harvard Medical School for dissection. While many of the reports proved to be apocryphal, they were enough to launch multiple investigations by the Massachusetts Board of State Charities, which had once been chaired by Samuel Gridley Howe. Shortly before his death, in fact, Howe had complained about the “mephitic” conditions of the almshouse and recommended installing a new ventilation system to alleviate the foul odors that the inmates had long complained about. After his successor Franklin Sanborn took over and launched his own investigation into excessive mortality, he produced a report revealing a systematic pattern of “cruelties, vices and crimes.”26 In the years following, Sanborn made periodic inspection visits to the almshouse. It was on one of these visits that Annie had planned her liberation from Tewksbury. A number of the girls she had befriended in the Almshouse had told her about the Perkins School where blind children could receive an education. When she heard that an inspection was imminent, she believed that Sanborn was the key to improving her situation. During that fateful visit, she followed the group of men touring the facilities, trying to find a moment to make her appeal, and ultimately, according to her biographer’s account, “hurled herself into their midst without knowing which was he, crying, ‘Mr. Sanborn, Mr. Sanborn, I want to go to school!’”27


Her plea was apparently successful. Sanborn himself would later recall his part in arranging her education. “It fell to my lot in the year 1880,” he wrote, “to procure the admission to the Perkins Institution, at her own request, of a poor child Johanna (since known as Annie) Sullivan, originally of Agawam.”28


When the day finally came to leave Tewksbury, October 7, 1880, Annie was accompanied on the train by a state charity official. Upon her arrival at the Perkins School, she recalled, she was unable to even spell her name. She remembered the students giggling when she told them her age. She would later describe to her biographer her embarrassment at arriving at the school as a fourteen-year-old unable to read or write. Her fellow students, most of whom had been there for years, had never heard of a girl so lacking in the basic necessities that she didn’t even own a toothbrush, a hat, a coat, or a pair of gloves. “Certainly, they had never heard of a girl without a nightgown,” wrote Nella Henney. “That night for the first time in her life Annie slept in one. A teacher borrowed it from one of the girls. And that night and many nights thereafter she cried herself to sleep, lonelier than she had ever been in Tewksbury, sick with longing for the familiar and uncritical companionship of her friends in the almshouse.”29


By the time Annie arrived at Perkins in 1880, its most famous pupil had been largely forgotten by the general public. A year earlier, in fact, the school had thrown a fiftieth birthday celebration for Laura Bridgman, eliciting surprise from a Boston newspaper, which noted that the party would likely come as a surprise to many people “that have supposed that she was no longer among the living.”30


In 1843, Samuel Gridley Howe had married a woman named Julia Ward and turned most of his attention to his new bride, who shared his passion for social reform. By the time they returned to Perkins following their honeymoon, Howe had shifted his philanthropic focus from his celebrated pupil Laura Bridgman to other causes, especially the abolitionist movement where he would later distinguish himself as a member of the “Secret Six,” who funded the raid on Harpers Ferry by the radical abolitionist John Brown. “By the end of 1844, Laura had outlived her usefulness to Howe,” notes her biographer Elisabeth Gitter. “The excitement—the miracle—was in the drama of her rescue. Howe had got from it, and Laura, nearly all that he could.”31 Samuel Gridley Howe died in 1876, four years before Annie’s arrival, but years earlier he had raised money to permanently establish a cottage on the Perkins grounds where Laura still lived, occupying her days reading the Bible and knitting.


When Annie arrived, she lived for a time in this cottage, where she remembered Laura spending much of the day in her favorite position, “sitting beside her window quietly like Whistler’s Mother as we know her in the picture, with her sightless eyes turned towards the sun, a frail woman with fine features and delicate hands which wove their way in and out through the intricacies of beautiful needlework.”32 It was while sharing the cottage with Laura that Annie learned a skill that would soon prove to be very useful: she mastered the manual alphabet in order to converse with the older woman. She later recalled spelling into Laura’s hands the “gossip of the girls and the news of the day.”33


Meanwhile, Annie had shown great aptitude for academics despite her lack of previous schooling. Her remarkable progress didn’t escape the notice of the Perkins director, who became something of a surrogate father figure. Howe’s successor at Perkins was a man named Michael Anagnos, a Greek patriot who had met the founder in 1867 during the Cretan insurrection when Howe returned to the scene of his previous glories to distribute relief supplies donated by Bostonians. Both Howe and his wife, Julia, were immediately taken by the charismatic young man, who had volunteered to serve as an unofficial secretary during their stay. When he returned to Boston, Howe invited the young Greek to join him and work at the Perkins School. It is here that he captured the eye of Howe’s daughter, Julia Romana, whom he would marry two years later.


Anagnos took the new arrival under his wing and acted as a mentor to the girl, even as Annie’s quick temper found her on the brink of expulsion on more than one occasion. “My mind was a question mark, my heart a frustration,” Annie recalled. She struggled to find kinship with her fellow students, feeling her background set her apart, enabling her to better understand the world than her more cloistered peers. “All my experiences had unfitted me for living a normal life,” Annie later asserted, recalling how she “learned quickly and thought [herself] superior to the other girls.” She colorfully described her sense of how “the new ideas which flooded my mind were sown in the deep dark soil of my life at Tewksbury and grew rapidly, sending out wild shoots that spread and overshadowed the puny thoughts of my more delicately nourished schoolmates.”34


A year after she arrived at Perkins, Annie underwent her first successful eye operation, the first of two surgeries that would finally restore her vision after “ten years of almost no usable sight.”35 Despite her late start, she graduated at the top of her class and was chosen to give the Perkins valedictory address in June 1886: “And now we are going out into the busy world, to take our share in life’s burdens, and to do our little to make that world better, wiser and happier,” she implored her fellow graduates.”36 Yet even as she delivered those words, she was terrified at the idea of facing the world outside Perkins—a world for which, despite her outward self-confidence, she believed herself thoroughly unsuited and life’s burdens very much beyond her capabilities. Two months later, a letter arrived that would change her mind and her destiny.
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Chapter Three



“The Second Laura Bridgman”


In early 1888, the trustees of the Perkins School for the Blind received the school’s fifty-sixth annual report, summarizing the highlights of the previous year. Carrying on the tradition of his late father-in-law, Michael Anagnos used his report to highlight the achievements of the school. As was his custom, he included a lengthy tribute to Samuel Gridley Howe, whom he credits with “purveying mental pabulum to the starving mind of Laura Bridgman.”1


After noting some of the deafblind students in various American schools who owed their education to the path that Howe had forged with Laura’s “deliverance,” he includes a notable new addition. Of all the “blind and deaf-mute” children under instruction, he writes, “Helen Keller of Tuscumbia, Alabama is undoubtedly the most remarkable. It is no hyperbole to say that she is a phenomenon.”2


The events that would catapult Helen to the attention of Anagnos and eventually the public imagination began with a series of letters from an Alabama man named Captain Arthur Keller seeking a teacher for his daughter. Helen had been born on June 27, 1880, to Captain Keller and his second wife, Kate. There are conflicting reports on what caused her condition, but as Captain Keller recalled in his initial correspondence, at the age of nineteen months, the girl experienced a “violent attack of congestion of the stomach,” resulting in a total loss of sight and hearing. Before her illness, he noted, Helen had enjoyed “perfect health, and is said to have been an unusually bright and active child. She had learned to walk and was fast learning to talk.”3


During the sickness, “her life hung in the balance for several days, and after recovery there was no evidence for some time of any injury to her eyes, except a red and inflamed appearance.” The full extent of the damage soon dawned upon her parents, however. They tried every available avenue of relief, carrying her to the best specialists of the day, but none offered the slightest hope that their daughter’s sight or hearing could be restored. For many months, little Helen’s eyes were very painful, and she buried them in the bedclothes away from the light. Soon, she ceased to talk, “because she had ceased to hear any sound.”4


For a number of years afterward, some members of the family considered her a hopeless case—a “mental defective” beyond redemption. Helen’s uncle urged the family to place her in an institution. But her mother, Kate, was horrified at the prospect, and she had an ally in Arthur’s sister, Ev, who had grown exceedingly fond of the young girl. “This child has more sense than all the Kellers if there is any way to reach her mind,” she protested.5 Kate Keller was a voracious reader and happened to have read Charles Dickens’s account of Laura Bridgman’s education, so she was already aware that a deafblind child could be educated. And while Samuel Gridley Howe had died years earlier, the Kellers were also familiar with the achievements of an educator even more illustrious.6 And so Arthur Keller set off on a journey north to consult with Alexander Graham Bell.


Although Bell was best known for the invention of the telephone in 1876—four years before Helen was born—few knew that this soon-to-be-ubiquitous technology was influenced by his lifelong mission to improve the lives of the deaf community rather than as a means of universal telecommunications. Both his wife and his mother were deaf, which set the Scottish-born scientist on a decades-long path to experiment with hearing devices. To earn extra money to fund his research, Bell had established a private practice teaching deaf children using principles developed by his own father. Alexander Melville Bell had developed a learning technique called visible speech—a system of phonetic symbols designed to help deaf people learn to speak by illustrating the position of the mouth and the throat in the formation of different sounds.7


Arthur Keller was so convinced that Bell might have the answer to his daughter’s condition that he made the journey by train to Washington to consult with the famed inventor. A letter from Bell to Thomas Gallaudet—founder of North America’s first permanent school for the deaf—indicates that Bell thought Helen an interesting case even before he met her. “Mr. A. H. Keller of Tuscumbia, Alabama will dine with me this evening and bring with him his little daughter (age about 6½) who is deaf and blind and has been so from nearly infancy,” he wrote. “He is in search of light regarding methods of education. The little girl is evidently an intelligent child and altogether this is such an interesting case that I thought you would like to know about it.”8


Details are sparse about their meeting that evening. Although it is widely believed that Helen was incapable of communicating before Annie Sullivan came into her life, the truth was that she had created at least sixty signs on her own that she used to convey her basic needs and emotions. If she wanted bread, for example, she would imitate the act of cutting and buttering slices. If she desired ice cream, she would make a sign for working the freezer while shivering, indicating cold.9 And while she later claimed that she remembered little from her early childhood, this initial meeting with Bell evidently made a lasting impression. “He understood my signs, and I knew it and loved him at once,” Helen later wrote. “But I did not dream that that interview would be the door through which I should pass from darkness into light, from isolation to friendship, companionship, knowledge, love.”10


Although Captain Keller may have been expecting Bell to offer his services as a private tutor for his daughter, the inventor appears to have immediately recognized Helen’s potential. Rather than offer to instruct her, he recommended that Captain Keller write to Michael Anagnos at the Perkins School for the Blind and seek a teacher to work with her exclusively.11 Having read about Laura Bridgman, Kate was already familiar with Perkins and so, with her blessing, Arthur dispatched his first letter to Anagnos. “The case of your little daughter is of some exceeding interest to me,” the director responded. “Your brief description of her mental activity reminds me possibly of Laura Bridgman, and I would certainly go and see her if the distance which separates us were not so great.”12


Anagnos later claimed that he knew immediately who was most suited for the challenge. “My thoughts were almost instinctively turned towards Miss Annie M. Sullivan,” he recalled. “She had just graduated from our school, where she had stood at the head of her class, and her valedictory address—a beautiful original production, teeming with felicitous thoughts clothed in a graceful style—was a revelation even to those who were acquainted with her uncommon powers.”13


Anagnos forwarded Arthur Keller’s letter to Annie and asked her whether she would “be disposed to consider favourably an offer of a position in the family of Mr. Keller as the governess of his little deaf-mute and blind daughter.” If she decided to be a candidate for the position, he offered to write back and ask for “further particulars.”14


It would take almost five months for Anagnos to respond to Arthur Keller’s request for a teacher. Although a number of theories have been offered to explain the long gap, contemporary records reveal that Annie was hesitant to accept for at least one significant reason—she didn’t believe she was up to the task. Annie had grown up in the shadow of Samuel Gridley Howe. Almost from the day she arrived, she heard little else except the stories of Howe’s achievements with Laura. Until six years ago, she couldn’t even read or write. Now, she was being asked to embark on a challenge worthy of great men like Howe. The prospect must have been frightening and intimidating to the twenty-year-old. Rather than give a definitive response when Anagnos enlisted her for the mission, Annie simply replied that she would “try.”


For the next five months, she threw herself into studying the path that Howe had followed four decades earlier to free Laura Bridgman from her “entombment.” According to Anagnos, she “perused voluminous books on mental development, read the reports of Dr. Howe with assiduous care, mastered his methods and processes in their minutest details, and drank copiously of his noble spirit and of the abundance of his faith in the efficacy of human capacities and innate powers for redemption and improvement.”15


Finally, “having become convinced by actual observation that she was well equipped for her work and absolutely competent to take charge of the little girl,” Anagnos wrote to Captain Keller in January 1887 recommending Annie for the job as governess “without reservation.”16


By now, Annie’s apprehension about the task before her may not have yet subsided, but the director clearly believed she was up to the challenge. Receiving the recommendation, Captain Keller gave a qualified commitment. He was about to embark on another journey to Washington with Helen to consult an “eminent oculist and aurist.” Although it was not yet official, he believed he would be ready upon her return to employ Annie as her teacher. He offered what Anagnos would later describe as “liberal terms”—$25 per month, plus board and washing, considerably more generous than the $5 average weekly salary a female teacher in Boston could expect to earn during the 1880s.17


Arthur Keller’s Southern roots ran deep. He had served as a captain in the Confederate army and his mother was a second cousin to Robert E. Lee.18 His second wife, Kate, Helen’s mother, however, was descended from the Adams family of Massachusetts, which had produced two US presidents and was long associated with the abolitionist movement that was anathema to most white Southerners. Kate’s father, Charles Adams, however, had severed this Northern lineage when he moved to Arkansas before she was born, and later fought on the Confederate side in the Civil War. Despite her Northern bloodline, Kate was raised in Memphis and was very much a Southern belle by the time she married Arthur at the age of twenty-three.19 If Arthur Keller had any hesitation about employing a Yankee to educate his daughter, it was nowhere evident in his return letter to Anagnos, in which he assured the director that he would treat Annie as “one of our immediate family.”20


Annie accepted the terms with great excitement. On the eve of her departure in early March 1887, the girls at Perkins presented her with a doll as a gift for her young charge. Fifty-seven-year-old Laura Bridgman, who spent most of her days sewing and reading the Bible, had made a dress for the doll along with a note for Helen addressed to “my sister in Christ.”


When Annie arrived in Tuscumbia on March 3, she was still nervous about the adventure before her. After a train journey lasting two days, she arrived at the train station to be greeted by Kate Keller, who was thirty-one but, Annie noted, seemed not much older than herself. As they approached the Keller home—named Ivy Green for the English ivy that climbed its walls—she reflected on her emotions: “I became so excited and eager to see my little pupil that I could hardly wait to sit still in my seat. I felt like pushing the horse faster.”21 Helen would also later recall the moment of Annie’s arrival, the moment she would describe as her “soul’s birthday.” “I felt approaching footsteps,” she wrote. “I stretched out my hand as I supposed to my mother. Someone took it and I was caught up and held close in the arms of her who had come to reveal all things to me, and more than all things else, to love me.”22


In a letter to Michael Anagnos a week after her arrival, Annie appeared optimistic about the task ahead of her. “I find Mr. and Mrs. Keller very kind people. Helen, my little pupil, is all that her father described her. It is really wonderful the knowledge the little thing has acquired by the sense of touch and sense of smell.”23


Despite Annie’s glowing report, she was a little more candid with her former Perkins housemother, Sophia Hopkins, in a letter she wrote her longtime confidante about the encounter:




When at last we reached the house, I ran up the porch-steps, and there stood Helen by the porch-door, one hand stretched out, as if she expected someone to come in… I remember how disappointed I was when the untamed little creature stubbornly refused to kiss me and struggled frantically to free herself from my embrace. I remember, too, how the eager, impetuous fingers felt my face and dress and my bag which she insisted on opening at once, showing by signs that she expected to find something good to eat in it. Mrs. Keller tried to make Helen understand by shaking her head and pointing to me that she was not to open the bag; but the child paid no attention to these signs, whereupon her mother forcibly took the bag out from her hands. Helen’s face grew red to the roots of her hair, and she began to clutch at her mother’s dress and kick violently.24





The description of Helen’s tantrum and subsequent unruly behavior would eventually become a central theme of the narrative around Annie’s role in Helen’s education thanks, in part, to Anagnos’s initial description in the 1887 Perkins annual report, drawn from Annie’s accounts. “She inherited a quick temper and an obstinate will and owing to her deprivations, neither had ever been subdued or directed,” he wrote. “She would often give way to violent paroxysms of anger when she had striven in vain to express intelligibly some idea.”25


For Annie, whose experience with the care of young children had been limited to her time spent with her brother Jimmie before he succumbed at Tewksbury, Helen’s behavior presented a significant obstacle even if it was not so different from the description she later provided about her own frequent tantrums and unruly behavior before she arrived at Perkins. “I find considerable trouble in controlling her,” she complained to Anagnos. “She has always done just as her fancy inclined and it is next to impossible to make her obey. However, I think I shall succeed sometime. The greatest problem I shall have to solve is how to discipline and control her without breaking her spirit.” Annie resolved to try a gradual approach, saying she would “go rather slowly at first and try to win her love. I shall not attempt to conquer her by force alone; but I shall insist on reasonable obedience from the start.”26


Despite these difficulties, Annie appears to have wasted no time in throwing herself into a lesson on the very first day. Using the doll sent by the Perkins girls, she spelled D-O-L-L into Helen’s hand. Later, she did the same thing with C-A-K-E. Before long, her pupil had learned six words. “She would manifest pleasure when she was told the name of a new object and was always delighted to receive a pat of approval.” When given one of these objects, Annie recalled, she could spell its name, but it was a while before she understood that all things had their own names.27


In between lessons, she frequently engaged in a battle royal with the girl, especially at the dinner table, where Annie professed to be appalled by the six-year-old’s poor table manners. Once, she stopped Helen from picking food from her plate with her fingers, which precipitated a tantrum. After the girl finally calmed down, Annie proceeded to finish her breakfast while Helen sat nearby determined to discover what was happening, not comprehending why she had been stopped from eating. Meanwhile, the family quietly left the room, unable to bear watching what they felt were Annie’s harsh disciplinary methods. The family had always previously let her do whatever she pleased, Annie lamented.


A battle of wills ensued that shaped Annie’s teaching philosophy. She complained to Mrs. Hopkins that her earliest efforts were beset with many difficulties. The girl wouldn’t yield a point without “contesting it to the bitter end.” To get her to do simple tasks, such as combing her hair or washing her hands, she explained, it was “necessary to use force.” Whenever she did so, however, a “distressing scene followed.” The lesson was clear, Annie believed. “I saw clearly that it was useless to try to teach her language or anything else until she learned to obey me. I have thought about it a great deal, and the more I think, the more certain I am that obedience is the gateway through which knowledge, yes, and love, too, enter the mind of the child.”28


Annie soon became convinced that the biggest obstacle to getting her pupil under control was her family’s constant vigilance. She also implied that much of the difficulty stemmed from the culture clash of having a Yankee in their midst.


“The Civil War had been fought and won,” she later told her biographer, “but the issues that brought it forth were not settled. Futile arguments went on endlessly. With fiery Quixotism I took up the cudgels for the opponents of the South, hot with indignation when they attacked Sumner or were lukewarm towards Lincoln.”29


If only she could separate Helen from her interfering family, she believed, she could fully devote herself to the task at hand. She recounted in a letter that she “told [Mrs. Keller] that in my opinion the child ought to be separated from the family for a few weeks at least—that she must learn to depend on and obey me before I could make any headway.”30 Finally, a solution was agreed upon. Kate suggested a nearby one-room annex occupied by one of the family’s young Black servants.


So, on March 11, eight days after Annie’s arrival, Helen and Annie went to live in the garden annex. Within two days, Annie wrote Mrs. Hopkins again, suggesting that the experiment appeared to be working: “Helen knows several words now, but has no idea how to use them, or that everything has a name. I think, however, she will learn quickly enough by and by. As I have said before, she is wonderfully bright and active and as quick as lightning in her movements.”31


On March 20, she wrote another letter to Mrs. Hopkins signaling a breakthrough: “My heart is singing for joy this morning. A miracle has happened! The light of understanding has shone upon my little pupil’s mind, and behold, all things are changed! The little savage has learned her first lesson in obedience and finds the yoke not too hard.”32 At least one biographer wondered about the nature of this miracle. “Did Annie subdue Helen by beating her into submission as her brutal, physically abusive father had tried unsuccessfully to break her wild spirit?” asked Dorothy Herrmann, noting that Annie later admitted to Nella Henney that she wasn’t “averse” to whipping.33


In fact, there are indications that the conflicts between Annie and the Kellers may not have stemmed from a North-South cultural clash, as Annie asserted, after all. Instead, their misgivings about the young teacher appeared related to the discipline that Annie used to achieve her goals. “The family naturally felt inclined to interfere,” Annie wrote Mrs. Hopkins, “especially her father, who cannot bear to see her cry.”34


Recalling these methods years later, Helen herself downplayed any resentment she may have had about Annie’s physical discipline, seeming convinced that it had been necessary. “Force was wasted on a child of [my] temperament,” she wrote in her 1955 biography, Teacher, “but the obstinacy of the imp reached a stage when something had to be done to save her from the habits that make children repulsive.”35 One day, after Helen persisted in biting her nails against Annie’s instructions, she recalled, “there descended upon [me] a human whirlwind who boxed [my] ears and tied [my] hands behind [my] back, thus shutting off all means of communication.”36


Ironically, “boxing” was a Victorian punishment that involved a hard simultaneous blow to both ears—a practice that medical textbooks of the era warned often led to deafness through severe rupture of the eardrum.37 Helen also recalled that Annie once slapped her cheek with a chunk of wet clay that she often used in her geography lessons to help Helen create three-dimensional maps. “However, there was an indescribable dearness about Teacher which caused her to repent easily her cross behavior and call herself the worst names she could think of,” she wrote. “She came to me soon after the tempest and said, ‘Do forgive me Helen! I can never imagine you as deafblind—I love you too much for that.’”38


Annie would later offer a candid assessment of her own personality. “By nature, I am as intolerant as Bismarck or a Mussolini, and if I had not met Helen, I should probably have remained a human porcupine all my life,” she wrote shortly before her death.39


On April 5, two months shy of Helen’s seventh birthday, Annie wrote Mrs. Hopkins a fateful letter describing another breakthrough. Considering its significance in the narrative of Helen Keller’s life, it is interesting to note that this letter appears to display less enthusiasm than the one she had sent Mrs. Hopkins two weeks earlier describing Helen’s new obedience, which she had described as a “miracle”:




Something very important has happened. Helen has taken the second great step in her education. She has learned that everything has a name, and that the manual alphabet is the key to everything she wants to know… This morning, while she was washing, she wanted to know the name for “water.” When she wants to know the name of anything, she points to it and pats my hand. I spelled “w-a-t-e-r” and thought no more about it until after breakfast… We went out to the pump-house, and I made Helen hold her mug under the spout while I pumped. As the cold water gushed forth, filling the mug, I spelled “w-a-t-e-r” in Helen’s free hand. The word coming so close upon the sensation of cold water rushing over her hand seemed to startle her. She dropped the mug and stood as one transfixed. A new light came into her face. She spelled “water” several times. Then she dropped on the ground and asked for its name and pointed to the pump and the trellis, and suddenly turning round she asked for my name. I spelled “Teacher.”… All the way back to the house she was highly excited, and learned the name of every object she touched, so that in a few hours she had added thirty new words to her vocabulary.40





Annie’s biographer Nella Henney aptly captured the magnitude of the incident at the water pump, which would play an outsize role in forming the narrative that persists today. “Religions have been founded on less,” she wrote.41 Helen herself would later describe the moment as her “soul’s sudden awakening.”42


Annie’s description of Helen’s breakthrough closely parallels Samuel Gridley Howe’s description of Laura Bridgman’s own awakening when she first made the connection between words and objects. Like Laura, it unleashed a torrent in Helen, and she was soon learning at a prodigious pace.


“I left the well-house eager to learn,” Helen later wrote. “Everything had a name, and each name gave birth to a new thought. As we returned to the house every object which I touched seemed to quiver with life. That living word awakened my soul, gave it light, hope, joy, set it free! I did nothing but explore with my hands and learn the name of every object that I touched, and the more I handled things and learned their names and uses, the more joyous and confident grew my sense of kinship with the rest of the world.”43
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Chapter Four



“A Bold Plagiarism”


In the days and weeks after the breakthrough at the water pump, Annie couldn’t contain her excitement. “She knows almost three hundred words and is learning five or six a day,” Annie reported to Anagnos in May 1887. “Their length does not seem to make any difference to her. One day she pointed to the railing of the stairs and wanted me to give her the name for it. I spelled balustrade to her two or three times. Two days afterward I thought I would see if she remembered any of the letters, when, to my surprise, she spelled the word without a mistake; and such words as ice-cream, strawberry, raspberry, and rocking-chair she learns as readily as words of two letters.”1


A month later, she wrote Mrs. Hopkins in apparent alarm: “She is restless at night and has no appetite. The doctor said her mind was too active, but how are we to keep her from thinking? She begins to spell the minute she wakes up in the morning and continues all day long. If I refuse to talk to her, she spells into her own hand, and apparently carries on the liveliest conversations with herself.” She proposed a solution, presumably tongue-in-cheek: “So far, nobody seems to have thought of chloroforming her, which is, I think, the only effective way of stopping the natural exercise of her faculties.”2


Although she continued to use many of the methods employed by Samuel Gridley Howe in the earliest stages of Laura Bridgman’s education, she also took advantage of the natural surroundings of Ivy Green—one of a number of creative methods that she used to instill a love of learning into her pupil. The forest and streams became an outdoor classroom to stir Helen’s imagination and every “blade of grass” became a learning tool. “Long before I learned to do a sum of arithmetic or describe the shape of the earth, Miss Sullivan had taught me to find beauty in the fragrant woods,” Helen wrote years later.3 Describing Annie’s creative teaching methods, she also noted that for much of the first months, she had no “regular lessons.” Instead, her education seemed “more like play than work.” Everything Annie taught her, she recalled, was “illustrated by a beautiful story or poem.”4


The first accounts of the “second Laura Bridgman” began to emerge very early on. Before long, her story had spread as far as New York, where one newspaper described Helen’s breakthrough at the water pump as if its reporter had witnessed it in person. “She became wild with joy and ambition, which were both pitiful and inspiring,” declared the New York Sun.5 The story had already begun to take on a life of its own. It is difficult to determine which of two figures was more responsible for Helen’s early fame—Alexander Graham Bell or Michael Anagnos. Bell, who believed he had played a crucial role in developing the new prodigy when he recommended Perkins to Captain Keller, wasted no time in trumpeting Helen’s achievements. He sent a photo of her and an account of her progress to a newspaper and even furnished a letter Helen had written him when she was seven demonstrating her rapid grasp of language, using distinctive block letters that Annie had taught her early on:6
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