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    Parkersburg, W. Va.




    [West Virginia]




    Feb. 27, 1880




    Dear Mr. Longfellow:—




    To-day is your




    birthday and I do so hope you will have a grand and pleasant time. How I wish I were there with those who will help you celebrate it, that is if you will allow children with you. I am so glad we have your picture hanging in our school-room for we can imagine your own self to be there, and I am sure our teacher will pardon us for looking around if it is you whom we are looking at. If I could only take your two hands in mine and, looking you in the eyes tell you how much I hope you will spend many, many more happy birthdays with us, I am sure you could see through my eyes into my heart how glad I am that you are so grand and noble. Thank you so much for writing for children as well as grown folks, it makes us feel that we are not forgotten. I have so much to say to you, but cannot take up your time. I hope you may receive as nice a present this year as you did last.




    Good-bye Mr. Longfellow,




                      Your little friend,




                               Nannie Gould.1





     




    Take a look at the picture at the beginning of this book. If you were going to school in the 1880s, this is one of the faces you would probably see looking down at you from the wall of your classroom. Who was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and how did he come to be so loved, especially in the minds and hearts of children?




    The answer begins in the year 1839 with the story of a particular horse chestnut tree that grew next to a blacksmith's shop on Brattle Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow lived in a big yellow house on Brattle Street and walked by the blacksmith's shop and the tree on his way to work at Harvard College, where he was professor of modern languages.




    In those days, people traveled by horse and carriage. The blacksmith's shop was the place where horses could be fitted with strong iron shoes to protect their hooves as they carried people around Cambridge and beyond. It was also the place where axes, pitchforks, pots, pans, and other household objects were made and mended. The blacksmith needed certain tools to work with, such as an anvil, a hammer, and a fire or forge that melted iron down to the desired shape. His shop was a very busy and important place in the community.




    Henry noticed how the children loved to watch the blacksmith, Dexter Pratt, work his magic with the forge, and on October 5, 1839, he wrote a poem titled “The Village Blacksmith.” The poem was published in a book called Ballads and Other Poems in 1841 and became very well known, especially among schoolchildren, who learned to recite it.




     




    “The Village Blacksmith”




     


     




    Under a spreading chestnut-tree


    The village smithy stands;




    The smith, a mighty man is he,


    With large and sinewy hands;




    And the muscles of his brawny arms


    Are strong as iron bands.





     




    His hair is crisp and black, and long,


    His face is like the tan;




    His brow is wet with honest sweat,


    He earns whate'er he can,




    And looks the whole world in the face,


    For he owes not any man.




     




    Week in, week out, from morn till night,


    You can hear his bellows blow;




    You can hear him swing his heavy sledge,


    With measured beat and slow,




    Like a sexton ringing the village bell,


    When the evening sun is low.




     




    And children coming home from school


    Look in at the open door;




    They love to see the flaming forge,


    And hear the bellows roar.




    And catch the burning sparks that fly


    Like chaff from a threshing-floor.




     




    He goes on Sunday to the Church,


    And sits among his boys;





    He hears the parson pray and preach,


    He hears his daughter's voice,




    Singing in the village choir,


    And it makes his heart rejoice.




     




    It sounds to him like her mother's voice,


    Singing in Paradise!




    He needs must think of her once more,


    How in the grave she lies;




    And with his hard, rough hand he wipes


    A tear out of his eyes.




     




    Toiling, —rejoicing, —sorrowing,


    Onward through life he goes;




    Each morning sees some task begin,


    Each evening sees it close;




    Something attempted, something done,


    Has earned a night's repose.




     




    Thanks, thanks to thee, my worthy friend,


    For the lesson thou hast taught!




    Thus at the flaming forge of life


    Our fortunes must be wrought;




    Thus on its sounding anvil shaped


    Each burning deed and thought.2





    Henry lived for another forty-one years after the poem was published and went on to write many other poems, but “The Village Blacksmith” remained one of the most favorite poems of the people.
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    By the time children began writing to him and celebrating his birthday in the 1880s, many of their grandparents, parents, principals, and teachers had already learned this poem at their own schools!




     




    H. W. Longfellow. esq.




    I am overjoyed with happiness I spoke for the first time in my life at our school I spoke one of your Poems subject the village Blacksmith In Honor of your Birthday and I succeeded very well I wish you many happy returns of your Birthday you don't know how much we think of your Beautiful Poems we couldnt do without them I hope when I am a man I will see you and shake hands with you My Dear Dear Mr. H. W. Longfellow.




    Robert Farrar. St. Paul Minn.




    Feb. 28th. 1882




    Robert Farrar.




    10 ½ years old.




    Address.




    596. Princes Block




    Jackson St. St. Paul




    Minn. [Minnesota]
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    During his lifetime, Henry received over six thousand letters from relatives, friends, and strangers who enjoyed reading his poetry.3 His poems were read, recited, and sung in schools and homes across the United States of America. They were translated into different languages and known throughout the world. Between the years 1880 and 1882, when Henry was seventy-three to seventy-five years old, he received 786 birthday greetings, many of them from children.4 Portraits of other famous American writers such as John Greenleaf Whittier and Oliver Wendell Holmes adorned the classroom walls,5 but only Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was called “the children's poet.”6 The birthday letters came from all over America and other countries too. Henry did his best to answer them. Two of the letters that Henry wrote to children appear in this book.




    Henry was so famous that mail carriers knew where he lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, even though the letters listed his name, city, and state, but no street address. In 1880, the City of Cambridge was one of the branches of the Boston post office, and two or three mail deliveries were made daily.7





    Pictures of Henry and the Longfellow House were featured on many prints that appeared in magazines.8 There were even jugs with Henry's portrait that people bought in stores.9
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    Some people confused Henry with the famous poet and playwright William Shakespeare, who had written in the 1600s! Henry once wrote to Annie Fields, the wife of his publisher, James, “A stranger called here and asked if Shakespeare lived in this neighborhood. I told him I knew no such person. Do you?”10




    Children felt very comfortable with Henry, and he welcomed them warmly to his home. Annie Fields recalled that one little boy often came to see him. During a visit, the boy looked at the many books in Henry's library and asked if he owned Jack the Giant Killer. When Henry said no, the child got off his lap and left the house only to return the next morning with two cents so that Henry could go buy his own copy of the book!11




    Eleanor Hallowell Abbott wrote about visiting with Henry when she was a child in her book Being Little in Cambridge When Everyone Else Was Big. She went with her friends along Brattle Street just in time to meet Henry when he took his late-afternoon walk. Henry would hug the children and invite them to his home. According to Eleanor, “we went back with Mr. Longfellow into his beautiful house and library, where urging him as discreetly as possible into the depths of his big chair we took turns sitting in his lap, while he talked our kind of talk to us about practical things such as kittens and rabbits and sleds and skates.”12




    Most of the children who wrote to Henry were eight to sixteen years old. The photographed letters in this book appear as the children wrote them from their schools or homes, where they also celebrated his birthday. Some letters contain cross-outs, spelling, or grammatical errors that have not been corrected so you can see how children wrote about one hundred thirty years ago. Clarifying information, such as the name of a state, appears in brackets. Penmanship was an important subject taught in school. Children needed to learn how to write because that was the main way people communicated.




    The letters were written before inventions we take for granted, such as the airplane, automobile, refrigerator, radio, television, copy machine, cell phone, and computer. They were written before child labor laws were passed. While many children were writing to Henry from their schools, many other children were not going to school at all. They were busy working long hours in factories, mills, farms, or mines. It wasn't until 1938 that a national law was signed by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt making it illegal for children under the age of sixteen to work.13




    In the South, former slaves established schools after the Civil War, but many black people could not read or write.14 There were separate teacher-training programs for white and black students, and white children and black children attended separate schools.15 In Alabama, for example, the 1878 school report stated, “In no case shall it be lawful to unite in one school both colored and white children.”16 It wasn't until the 1954 United States Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education that segregated schools in the United States were outlawed.17




    The students who wrote to Henry knew how much he liked children. By the time they began sending him birthday wishes, he was a grandfather. He was used to being with children all of his life. Henry was the second oldest in a family with four boys and four girls. When Henry became a father, he had two sons and four daughters. One of his daughters, Fanny, died when she was very small. When children wrote to tell him about their lives, Henry must have thought about his own children. In their letters, children said that they wanted to visit him, and others wrote to thank him for prior visits to his house. Henry wrote in his journal on June 13, 1880, about one of these visits, “Yesterday I had a visit from two schools; some sixty girls and boys, in all. It seems to give them so much pleasure, that it gives me pleasure.”18




    Some of the children in the photograph have slates in front of them. They were like small blackboards. Children would write in chalk on the slate and then transfer their work onto paper with a pencil or a quill pen. Can you imagine children sitting at their desks and writing to Henry during the years 1880–1882?





    [image: images]


  




  

    



    [image: images]





    [image: images]





    Mansfield, Ohio




    Feb 7th, 1881.




    Dear Mr. Longfellow




    We, that is our school,




    are going to celebrate your next birthday. I have to write something about your life. In several sketches which I have had of it nothing was said about your boyhood. I suppose you ran, jumped, and had an appetite like other boys. Please answer this if it is not to much trouble and tell me of something you did when you was a boy.




    Yours Truly




    Maude Crable




    No. 47 Wood St.        Mansfield,




    Richland Co.        Ohio




    Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was born in Portland, Massachusetts, on February 27, 1807, the second child of Zilpah Wadsworth and Stephen Longfellow. In 1820, Maine was declared an independent state. By the time Henry was twelve years old, there were eight siblings in all. The children made up a rhyme with everyone's name: “Stephen and Henry / Elizabeth and Anne / Alex and Mary / Ellen and Sam.”1




    Henry lived in the house his grandfather, General Peleg Wadsworth, a Revolutionary War veteran, had built. His mother, Zilpah, had grown up there with her seven brothers and two sisters.2 One sister, Henry's aunt Lucia, and two servants, lived with Henry's family and helped with the bustling household.3 Zilpah loved to play the piano, and in the evening, the children and their friends would sing along to the music.4 Henry learned to play the piano and flute when he was a boy.5




    There was a garden in the back of the house. All his life, Henry loved flowers, especially lilacs.6




    The house wasn't far from the sea, and Henry saw many ships come into port. There was the mill, where strong ropes were woven for ships. There was the pottery, where the clay was shaped into pitchers and bowls by the potter's hands. There was Deering's Woods, where Henry might have gathered acorns. Cows grazed during the day in pasturing fields, and boys led the cows back to each family's barn in the evening. The streets echoed with the voice of the town crier who called out the news.7
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Figure 1.1. Photograph of Mauds Crable’s letter. [5MS Am 1340.7
Houghton Library, Harvard University ]
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Figure L+. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 1842. [A.5308.96 Nise Poraits
of Longfillow; 1342-1879 . ] Coustesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public
Library/Rare Books.
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Figure LS. Photogesph of Robert Farrar's ltter, page 1. [bMS Am 1340.7
Houghton Library, Harvard University.]
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Figure L6. Photogrsph of Robert Farrar's ltter, page 2. [bMS Am 1340.7
Houghton Library, Harvard University.]
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Figure LS. Photograph of children in third-grads Boston class (Prismary Cliss
I, Wells District) by A. H. Folsom in 1892. Courtesy of the Boston Public
Library, Print Department.
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