
 
THE BIRTHDAY VERSES 

203 lines for Longfellow’s 203rd Birthday 
 

A preliminary selection of what we may read!  Choose your favorite and 
bring it with you to the party! 
 
A PSALM OF LIFE (36 lines) 
 
Tell me not in mournful numbers, 
"Life is but an empty dream!" 
For the soul is dead that slumbers, 
And things are not what they seem. 
 
Life is real! Life is earnest! 
And the grave is not its goal; 
"Dust thou art, to dust returnest," 
Was not spoken of the soul. 
 
Not enjoyment, and not sorrow, 
Is our destined end or way; 
But to act, that each to-morrow 
Find us further than to-day. 
 
Art is long, and Time is fleeting, 
And our hearts, though stout and brave, 
Still, like muffled drums, are beating 
Funeral marches to the grave. 
 
In the world's broad field of battle, 
In the bivouac of Life, 
Be not like dumb, driven cattle! 
Be a hero in the strife! 
 
Trust no Future, howe'er pleasant! 
Let the dead Past bury its dead! 
Act -- act in the living Present! 
Heart within, and God o'erhead! 
 
Lives of great men all remind us 
We can make our lives sublime, 



And, departing, leave behind us 
Footprints on the sands of time; 
 
Footprints, that perhaps another, 
Sailing o'er life's solemn main, 
A forlorn and shipwrecked brother, 
Seeing, shall take heart again. 
 
Let us, then, be up and doing, 
With a heart for any fate; 
Still achieving, still pursuing, 
Learn to labour and to wait. 
 
 
THE ARROW AND THE SONG excerpt (8) 
 
I shot an arrow into the air, 
It fell to earth, I knew not where; 
For, so swiftly it flew, the sight 
Could not follow it in its flight. 
 
I breathed a song into the air, 
It fell to earth, I knew not where; 
For who has sight so keen and strong, 
That it can follow the flight of song? 
 
 
THE CHILDREN'S HOUR excerpt (24)  
 
Between the dark and the daylight, 
      When the night is beginning to lower, 
Comes a pause in the day's occupations, 
      That is known as the Children's Hour. 
 
I hear in the chamber above me 
      The patter of little feet, 
The sound of a door that is opened, 
      And voices soft and sweet. 
 
A whisper, and then a silence: 
      Yet I know by their merry eyes 
They are plotting and planning together 
      To take me by surprise. 
 
A sudden rush from the stairway, 
      A sudden raid from the hall! 



By three doors left unguarded 
      They enter my castle wall! 
 
Do you think, O blue-eyed banditti, 
      Because you have scaled the wall, 
Such an old mustache as I am 
      Is not a match for you all! 
 
I have you fast in my fortress, 
      And will not let you depart, 
But put you down into the dungeon 
      In the round-tower of my heart. 
 
 
HIAWATHA AND THE PEARL-FEATHER excerpt (11) 
 
On the shores of Gitche Gumee, 
=Of the shining Big-Sea-Water,= 
Stood Nokomis, the old woman,= 
Pointing with her finger westward, 
=O'er the water pointing westward,= 
To the purple clouds of sunset. 
Fiercely the red sun descending 
=Burned his way along the heavens,= 
Set the sky on fire behind him,= 
As war-parties, when retreating,= 
Burn the prairies on their war-trail;= 
 
THE WRECK OF THE HESPERUS excerpt (52) 
 
It was the schooner Hesperus, 
      That sailed the wintry sea; 
And the skipper had taken his little daughter, 
      To bear him company. 
 
Blue were her eyes as the fairy-flax, 
      Her cheeks like the dawn of day, 
And her bosom white as the hawthorn buds, 
      That ope in the month of May. 
 
The skipper he stood beside the helm, 
      His pipe was in his mouth, 
And he watched how the veering flaw did blow 
      The smoke now West, now South. 
 
Then up and spake an old Sailòr, 



      Had sailed to the Spanish Main, 
"I pray thee, put into yonder port, 
      For I fear a hurricane. 
"Last night, the moon had a golden ring, 
      And to-night no moon we see!" 
The skipper, he blew a whiff from his pipe, 
      And a scornful laugh laughed he. 
 
"Come hither! come hither! my little daughtèr, 
      And do not tremble so; 
For I can weather the roughest gale 
      That ever wind did blow." 
 
He wrapped her warm in his seaman's coat 
      Against the stinging blast; 
He cut a rope from a broken spar, 
      And bound her to the mast. 
 
Then the maiden clasped her hands and prayed 
      That savèd she might be; 
And she thought of Christ, who stilled the wave 
      On the Lake of Galilee. 
 
And fast through the midnight dark and drear, 
      Through the whistling sleet and snow, 
Like a sheeted ghost, the vessel swept 
      Tow'rds the reef of Norman's Woe. 
 
She struck where the white and fleecy waves 
      Looked soft as carded wool, 
But the cruel rocks, they gored her side 
      Like the horns of an angry bull. 
 
At daybreak, on the bleak sea-beach, 
      A fisherman stood aghast, 
To see the form of a maiden fair, 
      Lashed close to a drifting mast. 
 
The salt sea was frozen on her breast, 
      The salt tears in her eyes; 
And he saw her hair, like the brown sea-weed, 
      On the billows fall and rise. 
 
Such was the wreck of the Hesperus, 
      In the midnight and the snow! 
Christ save us all from a death like this, 



      On the reef of Norman's Woe! 
 
 
EVANGELINE excerpt (13) 
 
This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks,= 
Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight,= 
Stand like Druids of eld, with voices sad and prophetic,= 
Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms.= 
Loud from its rocky caverns, the deep-voiced neighboring ocean= 
Speaks, and in accents disconsolate answers the wail of the forest. 
This is the forest primeval; but where are the hearts that beneath it= 
Leaped like the roe, when he hears in the woodland the voice of the 
huntsman?= 
 
Naught but tradition remains of the beautiful village of Grand-Pré. 
Ye who believe in affection that hopes, and endures, and is patient,= 
Ye who believe in the beauty and strength of woman's devotion,= 
List to the mournful tradition still sung by the pines of the forest;= 
List to a Tale of Love in Acadie, home of the happy. 
 
 
 
THERE WAS A LITTLE GIRL (6) 
 
There was a little girl, 
            Who had a little curl, 
Right in the middle of her forehead. 
            When she was good, 
            She was very good indeed, 
But when she was bad she was horrid. 
 
 
  
 
THE LANDLORD'S TALE. PAUL REVERE'S RIDE excerpt (53) 
 
Listen, my children, and you shall hear 
Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere, 
On the eighteenth of April, in Seventy-five; 
Hardly a man is now alive 
Who remembers that famous day and year. 
 
He said to his friend, "If the British march 
By land or sea from the town to-night, 
Hang a lantern aloft in the belfry arch 



Of the North Church tower as a signal light,— 
One, if by land, and two, if by sea; 
And I on the opposite shore will be, 
Ready to ride and spread the alarm 
Through every Middlesex village and farm, 
For the country folk to be up and to arm." 
 
Then he climbed the tower of the Old North Church, 
By the wooden stairs, with stealthy tread, 
To the belfry-chamber overhead, 
And startled the pigeons from their perch 
On the sombre rafters, that round him made 
Masses and moving shapes of shade, — 
By the trembling ladder, steep and tall, 
To the highest window in the wall, 
Where he paused to listen and look down 
A moment on the roofs of the town, 
And the moonlight flowing over all. 
 
Meanwhile, impatient to mount and ride, 
Booted and spurred, with a heavy stride 
On the opposite shore walked Paul Revere. 
Now he patted his horse's side, 
Now gazed at the landscape far and near, 
Then, impetuous, stamped the earth, 
And turned and tightened his saddle girth; 
But mostly he watched with eager search 
The belfry-tower of the Old North Church, 
As it rose above the graves on the hill, 
Lonely and spectral and sombre and still. 
And lo! as he looks, on the belfry's height 
A glimmer, and then a gleam of light! 
He springs to the saddle, the bridle he turns, 
But lingers and gazes, till full on his sight 
A second lamp in the belfry burns! 
 
So through the night rode Paul Revere; 
And so through the night went his cry of alarm 
To every Middlesex village and farm, — 
A cry of defiance and not of fear, 
A voice in the darkness, a knock at the door, 
And a word that shall echo forevermore! 
For, borne on the night-wind of the Past, 
Through all our history, to the last, 
In the hour of darkness and peril and need, 
The people will waken and listen to hear 



The hurrying hoof-beats of that steed, 
And the midnight message of Paul Revere. 
 


