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Stephen Foster was a musical genius born at the

wrong time, in the wrong place, and into the

wrong family. The middle of the 19 th Century was

an era of development, of conquering the land

and building canals and railroads. The men who

were admired were the engineers and builders,

the developers and inventors, not artists and

composers.
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and Cincinnati, Ohio

where Stephen grew up and spent his early years

were rough river towns. Fortunes were made and

lost transporting goods on the rivers.  The Foster

family was originally successful, but by the time Stephen was

born on the 4 th of July 1826, they were losing their land and their

home.
The years of Stephen’s childhood were spent in cheap boarding

houses or living with relatives. Little attention was given to the

quiet, dreamy boy who wanted only to wander with his flute

down along the levee. There he listened to the music of the

African Americans who worked on the riverboats.

Stephen’s father considered his interest in music to be a bad

habit. Stephen persisted in writing songs—the best-loved and

most famous songs in America. But he wrote his songs before

the days when copyright laws protected songwriters. If he had

written his music today—“Oh! Susanna,” “My Old Kentucky

Home,” “Camptown Races,” “Old Black Joe,” “Way Down Upon

the Swanee River”—he would be a millionaire many times over.

When Stephen Foster died in poverty in New York in1864, he

was not completely penniless. He had 38 cents in his pocket,

one penny for each year he lived.
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Masters of

Music

F
ive-year-old Stephen Foster went off willingly for his first
day of school with his older brother, Morrison. Once
there, however, he was given a strange book. The letters

of the alphabet were presented in the form of Bible stories. It
began, “In Adam’s fall sinned we all.” Stephen looked around in
confusion. The other children were all reciting the verses.

In a book he wrote much later about Stephen, Morrison Foster
remembered, “He (Stephen) was called up for his first lesson in the
letters of the alphabet. He had not proceeded far in this mystery
when his patience gave out, and with a yell like that of a Comanche
Indian, he bounded bareheaded into the road, and never stopped
running and yelling until he reached home, half a mile away.”

As he grew older, Stephen would sometimes start out for school
with his books and his lunchbox, but not get there. He headed for
the riverfront instead. During the 1830’s when Stephen was a boy
living in the Pittsburgh area, rivers were the main routes of trans-
portation. So he would end up sitting on a crate by a loading dock,
watching and listening. Many riverboatmen were African Ameri-
cans, either slaves or former slaves who had gained their freedom.

Playing Hooky
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Chapter 1 - Playing Hooky
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While they worked they sang their spirituals and work songs.
Stephen was fascinated by the rhythms and the melodies.

Stephen was not a bad boy. It was just that school was not his
favorite place. The only thing that really interested him was music.
When he was just a toddler, his favorite activity had been playing
his sister’s guitar, which he called his “little piano.” He would lay
the instrument flat on the floor and pick out tunes.

When he got home in the evenings after a day of playing hooky
down by the river, his mother Eliza’s sad face made him feel bad.
He didn’t want her to worry about him. He knew she had enough
to worry about with his father out of work and all of the children to
feed and care for. Sometimes when the weather was hot in the
summer, his mother would decide that instead of going to school,
Stephen and Morrison could have their lessons with their sister
Ann Eliza. And sometimes, when they didn’t have a place where
they could all live together, Stephen didn’t have to study at all.

Some of Stephen’s favorite times were when he was sent to stay
with his old uncle, John Struthers, on his farm. The old man told
his young nephew tales of his days as an Indian scout and spy dur-
ing the Revolutionary War. Struthers seemed to be the only adult
who thought that Stephen was talented, and predicted he would
become a great man.

By 1840 when Stephen was 14, his parents decided to send him
to his older half brother, William, to attend school. William was a
successful engineer who did everything he could to help his family.
Stephen began as a boarding student at the Athens Academy, but
soon wrote to William, begging him to let him stay with him and go
to a nearby school: “If you will let me board here…I will promise
not to be seen out of doors between the hours of nine & twelve
A.M. and one & four P.M. Which hours I will attribute to study,
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Stephen Foster
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The modern city of Pittsburgh is proud to claim Stephen Foster as a native son.
The raw frontier town of Pittsburgh that Stephen grew up in was situated on the
Ohio River near the coalmines and oil fields of Pennsylvania. It has since become a
thriving metropolis of skyscrapers and commerce.

such as you please to put me into. I will also promise not to pay any
attention to my music until after eight O’clock in the evening…the
price is as cheap as I could live in Athens that lonesome place.”

But Stephen didn’t do too well with his promise to “not be seen
out of doors.” A classmate remembered that they often played
hooky together, going for walks, wading in the streams, or gather-
ing wild strawberries. The same friend said that Stephen’s flute
playing was beautiful and music was a passion with him. As much as
Stephen wanted to please his practical older brother, he was unable
to live without his music.
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Shortly afterward, Stephen’s father enrolled him in nearby
Jefferson College and paid his tuition in advance. After a few days
Stephen learned that another student was going into Pittsburgh
and asked to ride along. He never went back.

His father was disgusted. William Foster could not understand
why his son did not appreciate the opportunity for education. He
wrote to William, “He does not appear to have any evil propensities
to indulge; he seeks no associates; and his leisure hours are all
devoted to musick, for which he possesses a strange talent.”

Musical genius is a strange gift. No one can predict to whom it
will be given, or when, or where. When it showed up in 19th Cen-
tury Pittsburgh in this family devoted to business and commerce,
Stephen Foster’s peculiar talent was treated as a bad habit.

He was born into a world that valued the pioneer spirit. The
men who were successful in that world built roads and canals and
railroads, invented powerful machines, manufactured iron and steel.
This quiet, dreamy boy who wandered off by himself and spent as
little time as possible in school worried his family. They didn’t
know what to do about him.

There was talk of his joining the navy or attending the U.S.
Military Academy at West Point. No one considered that it might
be reasonable for Stephen to study the one thing he deeply loved,
music. It was not considered an appropriate subject for a young
man’s interest.

But Stephen Foster became America’s first great songwriter and
today, nearly everyone knows his music. “Oh Susanna,”  “Way
Down Upon the Swanee River,” “Camptown Races,” “My Old
Kentucky Home,” and dozens more have been American favorites
for over 150 years.

Chapter 1 - Playing Hooky
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