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There Suddenly Arose
An excerpt from Some Favored Nook

Composed by Eric Nathan

INTRODUCTION 
On March 3, 2019, FirstWorks presented the New England premiere of Eric Nathan’s musical composition, 
“Some Favored Nook” at the First Unitarian Church of Providence. This new chamber opera is based on the 
incredible 24-year correspondence between poet Emily Dickinson and essayist, abolitionist, women’s rights 
advocate, and Colonel of one of the first African-American regiments in the Civil War, Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson. Some Favored Nook places Dickinson’s writings in the context of the Civil War and focuses on her 
private struggle as a female poet in a patriarchal society. The composition is resonant with themes of love, 
death, women’s rights and civil rights; issues that are as relevant in today’s deeply divided world as they were 
in Dickinson’s time. More information about the complete work can be found here: http://www.ericnathanmu-
sic.com/some-favored-nook. 

The following excerpt, “There Suddenly Arose” from section eight (VIII), focuses on Colonel Higginson’s journal 
entry of January 1, 1863, when he and his African-American regiment joined residents of all races from the 
surrounding area of Beaufort, South Carolina for a public reading of President Lincoln’s Emancipation Procla-
mation and the attending crowds’ touching spontaneous reaction. 

Watch the performance here:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5HLPz3dxVKU&feature=youtu.be

BIOGRAPHY

Eric Nathan’s music has been called “as diverse as it is arresting” with 
a “constant vein of ingenuity and expressive depth” (San Francisco 
Chronicle), “thoughtful and inventive” (The New Yorker), and “clear, 
consistently logical no matter how surprising the direction, and 
emotionally expressive without being simplistic or sentimental” (New 
York Classical Review). Nathan is a 2013 Rome Prize Fellow and 2014 
Guggenheim Fellow, and has garnered acclaim internationally through 
performances by Andris Nelsons and the Boston Symphony Orchestra, 
National Symphony Orchestra, Berlin Philharmonic’s Scharoun 
Ensemble, soprano Dawn Upshaw, violinist Jennifer Koh, at the New 
York Philharmonic’s 2014 and 2016 Biennials, and at the Tanglewood, 
Aspen, Aldeburgh, Cabrillo, Yellow Barn and MATA festivals. Nathan 
currently serves as Assistant Professor of Music in Composition-Theory 
at the Brown University Department of Music.

NOTE TO EDUCATORS: FirstWorks Education will make every effort to connect appropriate supporting curricula to the arts presentations provided. 
However, your professional expertise, rapport with your students, and knowledge of their capabilities will make these lessons resonate. 
We welcome your feedback: Did you use the lessons? How did it go? Did you not use them? If not, why? Or, did you vary them? Please let us know. 
We are here to help. We’d also be delighted to see any resulting creations! 
Please contact Kathleen McAreavey, Education & Community Outreach Manager  at: 
kathleenm@first-works.org 
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BIOGRAPHIES
Emily Elizabeth Dickinson was born on December 10, 1830, in Amherst, 
Massachusetts. An excellent student, she was educated at Amherst Academy 
(now Amherst College) for seven years and then attended Mount Holyoke 
Female Seminary (now Mount Holyoke College) for a year. 

Dickinson began writing as a teenager. Her early influences include Leonard 
Humphrey, principal of Amherst Academy, a family friend named Benjamin 
Franklin Newton, abolitionist and author Thomas Wentworth Higginson; 
who would go on to co-edit the first two collections of her poetry after her 
death, and a minister named Charles Wadsworth. They and others shared 
hundreds of letters of correspondence over the years. 

Dickinson’s closest friend and adviser was a former classmate from Amherst 
Academy, Susan Huntington Gilbert, who later married Dickinson’s brother, 
Austin. The Dickinson family lived in a large home known as the Homestead 
in Amherst. After their marriage, Austin and Susan settled in a property next 

to the Homestead known as the Evergreens, built by Austin’s father specifically for the couple. Emily and her sister 
Lavinia, called “Vinnie”, served as chief caregivers for their ailing mother until she passed away in 1882. Neither 
Emily nor Vinnie ever married, both living at the Homestead until their respective deaths. 

Dickinson first began to withdraw from social life starting in the early 1860s. While scholars have speculated on the 
reasons, citing everything from agoraphobia to depression and/or anxiety, the period from 1858 - 1865 has proven 
to be her most productive time as a poet. She secretly created small bundles of verses, unknown to even her 
family members. After her death, they found forty hand-bound volumes containing nearly 1800 poems. Dickinson 
assembled these booklets by folding and sewing five or six sheets of stationery paper and copying what seem to be 
final versions of poems. 

In her spare time, Dickinson studied botany and produced a vast herbarium (a collection of pressed plant specimens 
mounted on individual sheets of paper and classified according to their Latin name) of more than 400 specimens, 
which now reside in the collections at the Houghton Library at Harvard University. She would send posies of flowers 
from her gardens to friends and relatives, along with a poem, to commemorate birthdays and other occasions. 
Dickinson died at the age of 55, on May 15, 1886, in her bed at the Homestead after approximately two-and-a-half 
years of poor health. Researchers believe that she died of heart failure brought on by severe high blood pressure.  
She was laid to rest in her family plot at West Cemetery. 

Little of Dickinson’s work was published at the time of her death, and the few works that were published were 
edited and altered to adhere to conventional standards of the time. Unfortunately, much of the power of 
Dickinson’s innovative use of form and syntax was lost in the alteration. After Vinnie’s discovery of the secret 
bundles of poems, the first volume of these works was published in 1890, co-edited by Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson and Mabel Loomis Todd. 

A full compilation, The Poems of Emily Dickinson, wasn’t published until 1955. Dickinson’s stature as a writer soared 
from the first publication of her poems in their intended form. She is known for her poignant and compressed 
verse, which profoundly influenced the direction of 20th-century poetry. The strength of her literary voice, as 
well as her reclusive and eccentric life, contributes to the sense of Dickinson as an indelible American character 
considered one of the towering figures of American literature. An open access archive of Emily Dickinson poems, 
papers, and manuscripts can be found online here: https://www.edickinson.org/. 
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Thomas Wentworth Higginson was born on December 22, 1823 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He was a Unitarian minister, 
author, abolitionist, and soldier. In 1853, he addressed the 
Massachusetts Constitutional Convention in support of a petition 
asking that women be allowed to vote on ratification of the new 
constitution. His speech, published as “Woman and Her Wishes”, was 
cited for many years during the fight for women’s rights and voting 
rights. He was active in the American Abolitionism movement during 
the 1840s and 1850s, identifying himself with disunion and militant 
abolitionism. As a member of the “Secret Six”, he helped raise funds 
and supplies in support of John Brown’s 1859 raid on Harper’s Ferry, 
West Virginia. He served in the Civil War from 1862 -64; first, as a 
captain of the 51st Massachusetts Infantry, then, colonel of the First 
South Carolina Volunteers, one of the first federally authorized 
African-American regiments. He contributed to the preservation 
of African-American spirituals by copying Gullah dialect verses and 
music he heard sung around the regiment›s campfires. Following the 

war, Higginson devoted much of the rest of his life to fighting for the rights of freed people, women, and other 
disfranchised people. He wrote a book about his Civil War experiences as a commander of the First South Carolina 
Volunteers entitled “Army Life in a Black Regiment”.

Between 1862, until her death in 1886, Higginson and the poet Emily Dickinson actively corresponded; so much 
so that Dickinson considered him a literary mentor/tutor. Higginson attended her funeral, reading the poem, 
“No Coward Soul Is Mine” by Emily Bronte, a favorite of Dickinson’s. After her death, he co-edited the first two 
collections of Dickinson’s poetry. 

While he was in the army, Higginson’s wife moved their home to Newport, RI, where they resided throughout the 
1860s – 70s. He recuperated there from his war experiences and began his writing and public speaking again. He 
also became involved in the Newport community. He and the poet/author Julia Ward Howe created the Newport 
Town and Country Club in an effort to “combine social pleasures with intellectual pursuits”. Guest speakers included 
Mark Twain, Edward Everett Hale (the speaker who preceded President Abraham Lincoln at the dedication of 
Gettysburg), and Anna Leonowens (the governess made famous in “The King and I”), among others.  The Newport 
Historical Society holds a selection of his original correspondence in their collection. Mr. Higginson passed away at 

The 51st Regiment Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry was an infantry regiment that served in the Union 
Army during the American Civil War. It was organized at Worcester from September 25 through October 30, 1862. 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson became a captain in the unit. From November 25–30, the unit moved to Boston, 
and then to Newberne, North Carolina; serving there and in Virginia, West Virginia, the White House, and Maryland 
before being mustered out (discharged) from military service on July 27, 1863.
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The 1st South Carolina Volunteer Infantry Regiment was a Union Army regiment during the American Civil War. 
It was composed of escaped slaves from South Carolina and Georgian Sea Islands and was one of the first African-
American regiments in the Union Army. Although it saw some combat, the regiment was not involved in any major 
battles. Its first commander was Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who, like all the other officers, was white. 

A proclamation by Confederate President Jefferson Davis had indicated that members of the regiment would not 
be treated as prisoners of war if taken in battle. The enlisted men were to be delivered to state authorities to be 
auctioned off or otherwise treated as runaway slaves, while the white officers were to be hanged.

Colonel Higginson wrote “We, their officers, did not go there to teach lessons, but to receive them. There were 
more than a hundred men in the ranks who had voluntarily met more dangers in their escape from slavery than any 
of my young captains had incurred in all their lives.” 

The regiment was particularly effective at conducting raids along the coasts of Florida and Georgia, due to their 
familiarity with the terrain. African-American privates were paid $10 per month, the rate for laborers, rather than 
the $13 paid to white privates. This served as the precedent for the over 170,000 “colored” troops who followed 
them into the Union Army. The regiment was re-designated the 33rd United States Colored Infantry Regiment on 
February 8, 1864. It was then mustered out (discharged) on February 9, 1866 at Fort Wagner, South Carolina. The 
symbolism of this location holds great power and honor as it is located above the mass graves of Colonel Robert 
Gould Shaw and the men of the 54th Massachusetts, the second African-American volunteer regiment formed by 
the Union Army and one that displayed great valor during the Civil War. 

First South Carolina Volunteers Hear the Reading of the Emancipation Proclamation near Beaufort, South Carolina, 
January 1, 1863. Courtesy U.S. Library of Congress.
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RESOURCES
Online images of original Emancipation Proclamation: https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-documents/
emancipation-proclamation

History and Background from the National Archives:

The Emancipation Proclamation
President Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863, as the nation 
approached its third year of bloody civil war. The proclamation declared «that all persons held as slaves» 
within the rebellious states «are, and henceforward shall be free.»

Despite this expansive wording, the Emancipation Proclamation was limited in many ways. It applied only to 
states that had seceded from the United States, leaving slavery untouched in the loyal border states. It also 
expressly exempted parts of the Confederacy (the Southern secessionist states) that had already come under 
Northern control. Most important, the freedom it promised depended upon Union (United States) military 
victory.

Although the Emancipation Proclamation did not end slavery in the nation, it captured the hearts and 
imagination of millions of Americans and fundamentally transformed the character of the war. After January 
1, 1863, every advance of federal troops expanded the domain of freedom. Moreover, the Proclamation 
announced the acceptance of black men into the Union Army and Navy, enabling the liberated to become 
liberators. By the end of the war, almost 200,000 black soldiers and sailors had fought for the Union and 
freedom.

From the first days of the Civil War, slaves had acted to secure their own liberty. The Emancipation 
Proclamation confirmed their insistence that the war for the Union must become a war for freedom. It added 
moral force to the Union cause and strengthened the Union both militarily and politically. As a milestone along 
the road to slavery’s final destruction, the Emancipation Proclamation has assumed a place among the great 
documents of human freedom.

The original of the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863, is in the National Archives in Washington, 
DC. With the text covering five pages the document was originally tied with narrow red and blue ribbons, 
which were attached to the signature page by a wafered impression of the seal of the United States. Most of 
the ribbon remains; parts of the seal are still decipherable, but other parts have worn off.

The document was bound with other proclamations in a large volume preserved for many years by the 
Department of State. When it was prepared for binding, it was reinforced with strips along the center folds 
and then mounted on a still larger sheet of heavy paper. Written in red ink on the upper right-hand corner of 
this large sheet is the number of the Proclamation, 95, given to it by the Department of State long after it was 
signed. With other records, the volume containing the Emancipation Proclamation was transferred in 1936 
from the Department of State to the National Archives of the United States.
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Transcript of the Emancipation Proclamation
January 1, 1863

A Transcription

By the President of the United States of America:

A Proclamation.

Whereas, on the twenty-second day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and 
sixty-two, a proclamation was issued by the President of the United States, containing, among other things, the 
following, to wit:

“That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, all 
persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people whereof shall then be 
in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free; and the Executive 
Government of the United States, including the military and naval authority thereof, will recognize and 
maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in 
any efforts they may make for their actual freedom.

“That the Executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by proclamation, designate the States and 
parts of States, if any, in which the people thereof, respectively, shall then be in rebellion against the United 
States; and the fact that any State, or the people thereof, shall on that day be, in good faith, represented in 
the Congress of the United States by members chosen thereto at elections wherein a majority of the qualified 
voters of such State shall have participated, shall, in the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be 
deemed conclusive evidence that such State, and the people thereof, are not then in rebellion against the 
United States.”

Now, therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the power in me vested as 
Commander-in-Chief, of the Army and Navy of the United States in time of actual armed rebellion against the 
authority and government of the United States, and as a fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said 
rebellion, do, on this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty-three, 
and in accordance with my purpose so to do publicly proclaimed for the full period of one hundred days, 
from the day first above mentioned, order and designate as the States and parts of States wherein the people 
thereof respectively, are this day in rebellion against the United States, the following, to wit:

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, (except the Parishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, Jefferson, St. John, St. Charles, 
St. James Ascension, Assumption, Terrebonne, Lafourche, St. Mary, St. Martin, and Orleans, including the City 
of New Orleans) Mississippi, Alabama, Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina, and Virginia, (except 
the forty-eight counties designated as West Virginia, and also the counties of Berkley, Accomac, Northampton, 
Elizabeth City, York, Princess Ann, and Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk and Portsmouth[)], and which 
excepted parts, are for the present, left precisely as if this proclamation were not issued.

And by virtue of the power, and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and declare that all persons held as slaves 
within said designated States, and parts of States, are, and henceforward shall be free; and that the Executive 
government of the United States, including the military and naval authorities thereof, will recognize and 
maintain the freedom of said persons.

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence, unless in necessary 
self-defence; and I recommend to them that, in all cases when allowed, they labor faithfully for reasonable 
wages.
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And I further declare and make known, that such persons of suitable condition, will be received into the armed 
service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations, and other places, and to man vessels of all 
sorts in said service.

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, upon military 
necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.

In witness whereof, I have hereunto set my hand and caused the seal of the United States to be affixed.

Done at the City of Washington, this first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred 
and sixty three, and of the Independence of the United States of America the eighty-seventh.

By the President: ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
WILLIAM H. SEWARD, Secretary of State.

The Emancipation Proclamation 
(pages 1 - 5) 

Record Group 11 

General Records of the 
United States of America

Courtesy of the National Archives
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Higginson, Thomas Wentworth, Army Life in a Black Regiment, 1869, Project Gutenberg EBook #6764, March 23, 2009. 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/6764/6764-h/6764-h.htm 

Account of President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation being read to the 
residents and troops of Beaufort, South Carolina:

Camp Saxton, near Beaufort, South Carolina, January 1, 1863 (evening).

A happy New Year to civilized people,—mere white folks. Our festival has come and gone, with perfect success, 
and our good General has been altogether satisfied. Last night the great fires were kept smouldering in the pit, 
and the beeves were cooked more or less, chiefly more,—during which time they had to be carefully watched, 
and the great spits turned by main force. Happy were the merry fellows who were permitted to sit up all night, 
and watch the glimmering flames that threw a thousand fantastic shadows among the great gnarled oaks. And 
such a chattering as I was sure to hear whenever I awoke that night!

My first greeting to-day was from one of the most stylish sergeants, who approached me with the following 
little speech, evidently the result of some elaboration:—

“I tink myself happy, dis New Year’s Day, for salute my own Cunnel. Dis day las’ year I was servant to a Gunnel 
ob Secesh; but now I hab de privilege for salute my own Cunnel.”

That officer, with the utmost sincerity, reciprocated the sentiment.

About ten o’clock the people began to collect by land, and also by water,—in steamers sent by General Saxton 
for the purpose; and from that time all the avenues of approach were thronged. The multitude were chiefly 
colored women, with gay handkerchiefs on their heads, and a sprinkling of men, with that peculiarly respectable 
look which these people always have on Sundays and holidays. There were many white visitors also,—ladies 
on horseback and in carriages, superintendents and teachers, officers, and cavalry-men. Our companies were 
marched to the neighborhood of the platform, and allowed to sit or stand, as at the Sunday services; the platform 
was occupied by ladies and dignitaries, and by the band of the Eighth Maine, which kindly volunteered for the 
occasion; the colored people filled up all the vacant openings in the beautiful grove around, and there was 
a cordon of mounted visitors beyond. Above, the great live-oak branches and their trailing moss; beyond the 
people, a glimpse of the blue river.

The services began at half past eleven o’clock, with prayer by our chaplain, Mr. Fowler, who is always, on such 
occasions, simple, reverential, and impressive. Then the President’s Proclamation was read by Dr. W. H. Brisbane, 
a thing infinitely appropriate, a South Carolinian addressing South Carolinians; for he was reared among these 
very islands, and here long since emancipated his own slaves. Then the colors were presented to us by the Rev. 
Mr. French, a chaplain who brought them from the donors in New York. All this was according to the programme. 
Then followed an incident so simple, so touching, so utterly unexpected and startling, that I can scarcely believe 
it on recalling, though it gave the keynote to the whole day. The very moment the speaker had ceased, and just 
as I took and waved the flag, which now for the first time meant anything to these poor people, there suddenly 
arose, close beside the platform, a strong male voice (but rather cracked and elderly), into which two women’s 
voices instantly blended, singing, as if by an impulse that could no more be repressed than the morning note of 
the song-sparrow.—

  “My Country, ‘tis of thee,
  Sweet land of liberty,
  Of thee I sing!”
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People looked at each other, and then at us on the platform, to see whence came this interruption, not set 
down in the bills. Firmly and irrepressibly the quavering voices sang on, verse after verse; others of the colored 
people joined in; some whites on the platform began, but I motioned them to silence. I never saw anything so 
electric; it made all other words cheap; it seemed the choked voice of a race at last unloosed. Nothing could be 
more wonderfully unconscious; art could not have dreamed of a tribute to the day of jubilee that should be so 
affecting; history will not believe it; and when I came to speak of it, after it was ended, tears were everywhere. 
If you could have heard how quaint and innocent it was! Old Tiff and his children might have sung it; and close 
before me was a little slave-boy, almost white, who seemed to belong to the party, and even he must join in. Just 
think of it!—the first day they had ever had a country, the first flag they had ever seen which promised anything 
to their people, and here, while mere spectators stood in silence, waiting for my stupid words, these simple souls 
burst out in their lay, as if they were by their own hearths at home! When they stopped, there was nothing to do 
for it but to speak, and I went on; but the life of the whole day was in those unknown people’s song.

Receiving the flags, I gave them into the hands of two fine-looking men, jet black, as color-guard, and they also 
spoke, and very effectively,—Sergeant Prince Rivers and Corporal Robert Sutton. The regiment sang “Marching 
Along,” and then General Saxton spoke, in his own simple, manly way, and Mrs. Francis D. Gage spoke very 
sensibly to the women, and Judge Stickney, from Florida, added something; then some gentleman sang an ode, 
and the regiment the John Brown song, and then they went to their beef and molasses. Everything was very 
orderly, and they seemed to have a very gay time. Most of the visitors had far to go, and so dispersed before 
dress-parade, though the band stayed to enliven it. In the evening we had letters from home, and General Saxton 
had a reception at his house, from which I excused myself; and so ended one of the most enthusiastic and happy 
gatherings I ever knew. The day was perfect, and there was nothing but success.

I forgot to say, that, in the midst of the services, it was announced that General Fremont was appointed 
Commander-in-Chief,—an announcement which was received with immense cheering, as would have been 
almost anything else, I verily believe, at that moment of high tide. It was shouted across by the pickets above,—a 
way in which we often receive news, but not always trustworthy.

Account of President Lincoln’s Second Message of Emancipation being read to the 
soldiers of the First South Carolina Volunteers:

January 12, 1863.

Many things glide by without time to narrate them. On Saturday we had a mail with the President’s Second 
Message of Emancipation, and the next day it was read to the men. The words themselves did not stir them 
very much, because they have been often told that they were free, especially on New Year’s Day, and, being 
unversed in politics, they do not understand, as well as we do, the importance of each additional guaranty. But 
the chaplain spoke to them afterwards very effectively, as usual; and then I proposed to them to hold up their 
hands and pledge themselves to be faithful to those still in bondage. They entered heartily into this, and the 
scene was quite impressive, beneath the great oak-branches. I heard afterwards that only one man refused to 
raise his hand, saying bluntly that his wife was out of slavery with him, and he did not care to fight. The other 
soldiers of his company were very indignant, and shoved him about among them while marching back to their 
quarters, calling him “Coward.” I was glad of their exhibition of feeling, though it is very possible that the one 
who had thus the moral courage to stand alone among his comrades might be more reliable, on a pinch, than 
some who yielded a more ready assent. But the whole response, on their part, was very hearty, and will be a good 
thing to which to hold them hereafter, at any time of discouragement or demoralization,—which was my chief 
reason for proposing it. With their simple natures it is a great thing to tie them to some definite committal; they 
never forget a marked occurrence, and never seem disposed to evade a pledge.
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The concluding paragraph of book where Higginson reflects on his 
experience commanding formerly enslaved men:

We who served with the black troops have this peculiar satisfaction, that, whatever dignity or sacredness 
the memories of the war may have to others, they have more to us. In that contest all the ordinary ties of 
patriotism were the same, of course, to us as to the rest; they had no motives which we had not, as they have 
now no memories which are not also ours. But the peculiar privilege of associating with an outcast race, of 
training it to defend its rights and to perform its duties, this was our especial meed. The vacillating policy of 
the Government sometimes filled other officers with doubt and shame; until the negro had justice, they were 
but defending liberty with one hand and crushing it with the other. From this inconsistency we were free. 
Whatever the Government did, we at least were working in the right direction. If this was not recognized on 
our side of the lines, we knew that it was admitted on the other. Fighting with ropes round our necks, denied 
the ordinary courtesies of war till we ourselves compelled then: concession, we could at least turn this outlawry 
into a compliment. We had touched the pivot of the war. Whether this vast and dusky mass should prove the 
weakness of the nation or its strength, must depend in great measure, we knew, upon our efforts. Till the 
blacks were armed, there was no guaranty of their freedom. It was their demeanor under arms that shamed 
the nation into recognizing them as men.

Only image of the 1st South Carolina Volunteer Regiment
Front of stereo card 1s04441
Courtesy US Library of Congress. 

Back side of above image.
Stereo card 1s04441
Courtesy US Library of Congress. 
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Composer Eric Nathan’s interpretation of Colonel Higginson’s reflection of 
his experience:

From Some Favored Nook by Eric Nathan

VIII. There suddenly arose

(Diary entry from the evening of January 1, 1863)

HIGGINSON: 
The President’s Emancipation Proclamation was read.
There suddenly arose
A strong male voice
Cracked and elderly
Into which two women’s voices instantly blended,
Singing,
As if by an impulse
That could no more be repressed
Than the morning note of the song - sparrow.
I never saw anything so electric;
It made all other words cheap;
It seemed the choked voice of a race at last unloosed.
After it was ended,
Tears were everywhere.
These souls burst out in their lay, as if they were by their own hearths at home!
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America, My Country ‘Tis of Thee
Lyrics by Samuel Francis Smith, 1831

My country, ‘tis of thee, 
Sweet land of liberty, 
Of thee I sing; 
Land where my fathers died, 
Land of the pilgrims’ pride, 
From ev’ry mountainside 
Let freedom ring! 
 
My native country, thee, 
Land of the noble free, 
Thy name I love; 
I love thy rocks and rills, 
Thy woods and templed hills; 
My heart with rapture thrills, 
Like that above. 
 
Let music swell the breeze, 
And ring from all the trees 
Sweet freedom’s song; 
Let mortal tongues awake; 
Let all that breathe partake; 
Let rocks their silence break, 
The sound prolong. 
 
Our fathers’ God to Thee, 
Author of liberty, 
To Thee we sing. 
Long may our land be bright, 
With freedom’s holy light, 
Protect us by Thy might, 
Great God our King!
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In her spare time, Emily Dickinson studied botany and produced a vast herbarium (a collection of pressed plant 
specimens mounted on individual sheets of paper and classified according to their Latin name) of more than 400 
specimens, which now reside in the collections at the Houghton Library at Harvard University. An online digitized 
version can be viewed here: https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:4184689$8i

Try pressing some flowers from your garden using the following methods:

1.	 Make a Wooden Flower Press
Materials: 	 2 pieces of plywood, 9’ x 12”, ¾” – 1” thick
		  Paper for blotting
		  4 wing nuts and bolts
		  A drill (use with help of parent or guardian)

•	 Have an adult or your local hardware store cut two pieces of plywood in 9-by-12-inch rectan-
gles. 

•	 Drill holes in each corner of the two boards; be sure they line up properly when stacked.
•	 Place the flower between the two pieces of paper, and much like a sandwich, layer it so that it is 

wood, paper, flower, paper, wood.
•	 Use wingnuts and bolts to tighten everything together. You’ll need to change the blotter sheets 

every four days or so (this helps prevent browning) and the flower will need to be pressed for 
three to four weeks.

2.	 Press Flowers in a Book
Materials:	 Heavy books
		  Paper for blotting
		  Tweezers

•	 Place the flower between two pieces of paper, and place them within the pages of the 
book. Depending on the size of the book, you can press multiple flowers at once. However, be 
sure to space them out so that the moisture from one flower doesn’t transfer to another.

•	 Use more books to weigh down the book once it is closed. Be sure not to disturb the arrange-
ment of the flowers upon closing.

•	 Change the blotter sheets every few days here as well. After two to three weeks, the flowers will 
be completely dry. When removing, use a pair of tweezers, or very carefully use your fingers, as 
a completely dry flower is very delicate.

3.	 After the flowers have been dried and pressed, glue them to a clean piece of paper using clear drying 
glue. It’s best to put a thin layer of glue on the paper and then press the flower down. Wait at least 24 
hours to be sure everything is dry.

4.	 Then, look up the Latin name for each flower and write it next to it on the page. For instance the Daisy, 
also known as a Marguerite, has a Latin name of Bellis Perennis. The Tulip has a Latin name of Tulipa 
Liliaceae.

5.	 On a fresh sheet of paper, create your own version of your pressed flower(s) by using colored pencils or 
watercolors. Be sure to include the name of the flower(s).

BONUS ACTIVITY: Flower Pressing



FIRST-WORKS.ORG

Page from Emily Dickinson’s herbarium (Houghton Library, Harvard University).




