Letters to
ehillis Wheatley

Long before your great-great grandparents were born, a little girl named
Hannah Wheatley lived her life with her black "Aunt”. She sees no color, and learns
more about the hardships about life in "Aunt” Phillis's eyes though letters. There is a
magical bond between Hannah and her "Aunt” Phillis, and there is nothing to break
that bridge.

Most of this is factual, but information about Phillis Wheatley's children's
names and marriage is fictional. This story is also not true, but the facts it holds are
true. Without further notice, please read: Phillis Wheatley.

I came home from the store fo find that Phillis Wheatley, my grandmother's
slave, had written to me. My name is Hannah Wheatley and T am five years old. My
Mother was considered a sister to Miss Phillis. I carefully opened the envelope and
looked at the neat handwriting:

Little Hannah, July 28, 1769

This is "Aunt” Phillis. I have written to inform you for your school biography, as
instructed by your mother. I was born in 1753 in Africa. I was living peacefully and
happily when one morning, I was snatched in the hands of a white and taken away. A
ship brought me to Boston, and I was put on a low price in a slave market. John and
Susannah Wheatley bought me and took me to their house, where I call home. I was
taught by Miss Susannah, getting a complete education. But I Joved poetry the most.
And it became my career.

Little Hannah, I praise you for your hard work and time. This was my
childhood, and I wish you a good time until I write again.

Warm regards,

This excited me. Mother gave me some pretty paper and a pencil. I sat down and in my
neatest and bestest hand writing:



Lhar Qunit Phillia, Quguit 21, 1769
Lo me, Mammahl A thought that sgoun childhood uras srarsy imderesting.
There wsene. mot mamsy things about soun childhood. A want to know mone,
brcause Mha. Tenink, may dsachen, said that A didm' & haws emcugh information
om sgoun childhood. Plase 1l me about spour tuma. But A heard that sou hans

i‘ﬁunpmliﬁoug/dﬁ Can gou enplaim thia thought?
Limeenely,
Mammah Wheatlsy

I put the letter in the envelope and sealed it shut. Then, I found a stamp and stuck it
on. Mother wrote everything else on it. After that, I skipped out and dropped the
letter in the mailbox. The next night Aunt Phillis wrote to me again:

My darling Hannah, September 2, 1769

I received your letter last night. It made me
think back to the days where that special thought
existed. The thought was of my mother making her
daily offering to the sun. This wasn’t unusual in
Afric. I prized this thought like a precious jewel in
my heart. I was always trying to write letters
outside the house with charcoal. After my first poem
was published when I was 14 in the Newport
Mercury, Miss Susannah was stunned. Her Iittle
experiment of teaching a slave had gone beyond her
wildest dreams.
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Hannah, I have told you my true childhood. You
will learn more about my life when I inform you again.
Tell me when this project is due, and I shall increase
or decrease my speed of the letters.

Good Luck,

Phillia Wheatliy

I gasped. Aunt Phillis had just written back, and I already had her whole childhood. I
knew that she was only 13.. 14... 15..16! T wrote back to her with a small note saying
that the project was due in six weeks, and she had fto worry, unless, of course, the
due date is postponed. I went to the kitchen to get a pretty piece of paper to write a



neater copy on. But Mother stopped me from getting what she calls stationary. She
said the mail service had been delayed. So I went to school with the childhood of
Aunt Phillis, and Mrs. Teerink said that because she was so young, I had enough of
Aunt Phillis's life. But I still wanted to write so I wrote again:

Aunt Phillia, Leamber 15, 1769

J,&Mrzmmzf.&tdmvy?omfw'tmmglmw }Ad'wf/aaiwmd'iobww
aome more about sowun bife. There ia ll much Lo Rrow about spoun bife amd
}/rwwlzdgz %Mmio}znmwywmw mio.brwwd.oxd Mow are

xo/me,,
MNannah WM@

A few weeks later, a letter from Aunt Phillis arrived in my mailbox. I took it out and
read:

Little Hannah, February 26, 1770

Alas, I have heard from you. The pony express was delayed. I have heard about
the war. There are angry mobs on the street hoarsely crying, "Liberty! Property and
no stamps!” I have started writing my poems on the violence in the streets of Boston,
and sometimes the violence of being a slave. Here is a small expert of ""America” a
poem that I wrote.

She laid some taxes on her darling son
And would have laid another act there on...
Why weeps my child. . .

Thus spake Brittania, thus benign and mild...

Oh yes, and my inspiration for my poem were simple: an incident that painted a
picture in my mind. I't was 1765, five years ago. Two men were visiting, and they told a
story of a terrifying trip to sea. It painted a picture in my mind of the rolling waves
and crashing lightning. I just remembered it, because Miss Susannah and I were just
sitting down and talking about happy memories. She says she misses your mother
dearly, and that she would like to meet you soon.

I am afraid, because after this letter, I am being taken to a house. The house
of the man who was commander of the ship, the Phillis that brought me to this new
world.



Back on subject, just recently an angry mob of patriots was surrounding a
British house, and the British man came out with a gun and shot into the crowd. A
black boy, Christopher Snider, fell dead with a bullet in his chest. He was only eleven
years old. I wrote a poem about the secret rage of a senselessly murdered child. I
felt uneasy, and I feel for some reason that I will be next. I hope not though,
because I will face the hardships in life and become the one and only Phillis Wheatley.
I wish you luck, and will wait unti/ we meet again.

Sincerely,

Phillia Wheatloy

I received the letter a year after it was sent. I guess the pony express really
was delayed. But same as it is, I sat down and started to write:

Aund Phillia, May 15, 1771

Mowmzymu,? JMWd’WMWMW %ﬁz/o,awya/w'/w&m
uﬁafzfzmu'/n?wmzywﬁvw, more Tham ever mowr . WM&WMM?

Loz,
Marnak WM@

After that, I received a letter late December. It also came with a package that was a
Christmas present. Just to let you know, the day I got the letter and package on my
birthday. What a coincidence (Mother taught me that word)! I took the letter opener
and gently opened the package. I was a surprise to me to find a small stack of pretty
paper, a candlestick, and a jar of pretfty blue ink with a quill. T loved it so much; I
couldn't believe my eyes. Then I ook out the letter. Inside there was a note:

Darling Hannah, November 16, 1771

Miss Susannah was fuming all right. "If he hasn't the impudence to sit upon the
same seat with my Phillis!” she cried as she saw the carriage draw up in front our
house. I, who has suffered cold and asthma, was sitting on the driver’s seat with
Prince in the cold weather.

Miss Susannah frets constantly over my health. Prince was scolded strictly for
encouraging me to sit beside him in the cold. I felt bewildered. I was not supposed to



sit on the same carriage bench as a black. I felt like I was miadway within two wor/ds.
I would be scolded for sitting with my same race, but I was scolded for also sitting
with whites in church. We blacks had a separate area for us to sit and listen.

But I Jove church. I Joved the minister, who believed true Christianity meant
love of every one, "orphans, paupers, Indians, and slaves.” He spoke that the Christian
God saw no color, and it makes me feel free. So when he passed away, his loss made
me write a short poem in honor of George Whitefield:

Unhappy we thy setting Sun deplore,
Which once was splendid, but it shines no more.

The poem was published as a pamphlet and read on both sides of the Atlantic-
in England and in the colonies. Only seventeen, and I'm became famous.

I read that line over and over again. Yes, I had seen that poem in the
newspaper. My Aunt Phillis was FAMOUS! I Jooked back to see the rest of the letter,
but there was no more. Instead, there was only a signature:

Love,

Phillia Wheatloy
I wrote back to her. And this time I really meant every single thing I wrote:

Lhar Qunit Phillia, Qanuarny 5, 1772

THATK YOU fon the gift. A am. starting Lo wse quills, and Mother aana
Mwuwzmaﬁqbrwm’.aw. meu! WJMJ!@ Z/o:u.m
Lhe boat Aumt erven!

Mammah Wheatluy

I waited for a few months, and then I got a letter in the mail. It was written in a
hurry, or in a panic.

Little Hannah, May 31, 1772

My, my, it was scary. It was a bright spring morning. But inside the courthouse,
the air was still cold. Eighteen important men sat in a semicircle, with me standing in
the middle. The men were will known. They included John Hancock, Thomas
Hutchinson, and Andrew Oliver, the governor of the colony, the lieutenant governor, a
merchant, and a distinguished minister.



I was afraid. White strangers again assessed me. I had to prove that I had
written all these poems without assistance. Without proof of my education, the
poems could not be published in a book. They thought that I had not written this, for
I was a black, and black were almost never taught. After a while, convinced, the men
wrote that they did, I indeed, believe that the poems were written by "Phillis, a young
Negro girl, who was but a few years since, brought an uncultivated Barbarian from
Africa...and nowis ... a slave.”

Even with this letter of proof, printers in Boston still refused to publish my
work. They still believed that Miss Susannah or Mr. John had written these poems
themselves. But Miss Susannah would not give up. She had grown to love me as a
daughter. She will fight for my right to be published -even if it meant sending me to
England.

Love,

Phillia Wheatley

I was scared. Aunt Phillis could be sent to England. Oh dear, what a dreadful thing. So
for love and hope to her, I sat down and wrote:

Lhar Qunit Phillia, Nowamber Y, 1772
hawe aome meur mewra: Motheon down't wankt to Kep busging stamps, o ahe
asked 2o wnite boaa oftn. o thia ohany writh gou? A wras wpat ot firat, bat

Lota of LUV,
Marnak WM@

I sealed it shut, and pressed it under my four-leafed-clover candleplate (a four-
leafed-clover stuck onto a giant wax circle. Candle is made of wax, you know) for luck.
Then, Mother let me run down the street and drop the letter of f. It wasn't until 1774
that I received the next letter. I pulled it out and read:

Hannah, August, 1, 1773

How are you? I was about to see the king in England, but news told me that
Miss Susannah wasn't well. I hurried on home, and left visiting the king behind my
mind. In late spring last year, my book, POEMS on Various Subject: Religious and
Moral came out.

The book sold well. About three thousand copies were placed on order. Miss
Susannah was ill. A few weeks later, she passed away. She had lived long enough to
see me succeed to her heart. I am free now, but I don’t want to leave the house that
comforted me for so long. So now, I am writing my poems, and enjoying life as it goes.




Now I don't have anyone to guide me through this harsh world. I want people to
understand my race and see the future in this world,

Thinking of you,
Phillia Wheatly F

P (0] E M S

Yes, I had a copy of the book. Mother wanted it very
badly, so she placed one on order. We received it last summer. |

I ran into the kitchen to give Mother the leftter to read. |
I thought that she might need to know that her mother had RELIOI003Ass MORALY
passed away last year. When she read it, her eyes started = il
watering, and her body started fo tremble. Then, she tried to B b T ok
stop, I think because T was right in front of her. Her eyes | oo i
started to turn red. Then suddenly she burst out crying. I took W o
one look at Mother crying, and I started to cry too. It was a —
pitiful sight, and Father was away to meet General Washington | .50 1.2 o "

Bookfeller, Aldgae; and fld by
Mellis. Cox and Bann v, KingStees, 3OSTOM

about the war and wasn't here to comfort her. Oh yeah, and -
after we both wiped our tears away, Mother handed me a piece
of pretty paper and blew her nose. I ook it and ran back to my
room and started to write:

oN

VARIOUS SUBJECTS,

Aunt Phillia, March 22, 1776
%WMJWWMW@&WM:&WJW’AM. We are
ﬁﬂﬁmﬂbn?bmzmdhpb/ymu. Jﬁa/:m,a.mwp{/yomlw,m@,ioo. ©
Moiher w-amded & bocauae spous swrene ber beloned “aidker” amd Gramdma dusammak
wonld be VERY, VERY proud. of spoun hand, unork amd, time. Tother urill be
smannied, ment sear. A Aope spou. hawe a. wromderful Eime amd. send. mme do bz mgoun

%wm 10;[ (4/3.0-44. .?d: marnied)! ©

.fwlm,
Marnakh Z[/}.za,t&/g.

I sent it in the mail. T think Aunt Phillis really did pay attention fo my note. I
FINALLY received a letter back, and it's already 1777. I opened it and pulled out a
letter. It said:

Dear Hannah, June 30, 1775
I can't believe how much you've grown! You will still me my beautiful flower gir/

at my wedding, though. Please come to my house. Your mother will know which one is

mine. Bring your old flower girl supplies. I am getting married to John Peters, and I



feel that I want another child. I have forgotten to tell you, but I gave birth to a child
a few years ago, and his name was Samuel, and he died of disease. I hope to be
meeting you at the wedding.

See you,

Phillia Wheatloy

I told Mother the news. She said she knew she would be a bridesmaid, but she never
knew I was going to be the little flower girll We hopped onto a carriage and drove up
to Boston. We saw Aunt Phillis right away, and hurried over to greet her. She looked
pretty, and her future husband looked nice.

Aunt Phillis looked down at me and smiled. She said, "My future husband, John
Peters, is a business man. He runs a small grocery shop around fown. He is also a free
black. I know he doesn't do to well in business, but I guess we can work it out
together. You know, I want a new child, and T would like it fo be a girl. If not, then we
will just name him after my dear Samuel. But if it is a girl, what do you think we can
name her?"

I told Aunt Phillis, "Katherine Peters sounds nice. Or, I personally like Sarah
Peters. Andrea Peters sounds good also. But I like 'Sarah’ the best.”

Aunt Phillis smiled. Then she turned to Mother and said, "The wedding is in
fifteen minutes. I couldn't afford to rent the room for another day to hold the
rehearsal. We should head over to the dressing rooms to change.

On the way there, T asked Aunt Phillis, "Can you show me more of your life and
some poems?"

She answered, "Yes, but I don't think I could show you some more poetry. It all
depends on my luck on finding it. And by the way, I got some fresh rose petals for our
beautiful flower girl.

I smiled and laughed. It was fun sitting next fo my famous Aunt. Mother didn't
decide to bring Daddy along. He was too busy trying to fix our roof. Someone's ball
broke it.® But I guess it's okay. I was getting a new cousin and a new "Uncle"l I
couldn't sit still. I fiddled around with my hair all the way.

When we reached the dressing room, Mr. Peters went info the boys' section
and the rest of us turned the other way. The rooms were filthy, because they were
for blacks. But I didn't want to insult Aunt Phillis by using the whites' room. I wouldn't
be fair. Anyhow, who cleans these filthy things? When we all came out, I looked
pretty, Mr. Peters looked handsome, Mother was very soft and happy, and Aunt Phillis
was so beautiful. The couple was married in a small room, and the celebration party
was in the Wheatley house.

We stayed for a few days, and when the first train back home came, we rode
home.



It is even later in time now. I am older now, at sixteen years old, and Mother
says I am more mature now. I got a letter from Aunt Phillis. I took it out and read:

Hannah, September 2, 1781

I have given your uncle John three children now. Their names are Sarah,
Hannah, and Jonathan. I named Hannah after you, because she loves life how it is.
Jonathan was named after your Uncle John. They both dont do to well in financials.
Jonathan begs for "shiny orange candy” all the time.

Because your Uncle John isn't doing to well in his business, I must earn money
for the family by working as a maid in a scullery. I'd rather work for Miss Susannah
again. I don't really like it here working for strangers that don't appreciate and care
for me.

My health isn't doing too well. But still, I must fight to support my family as it
goes. I wish you well, and I love you forever. I predict that this will be good-bye, and
here it is: Good-bye.

Luv you in my heart 4ever,

Phillio Wheatlen

I tried hard not to cry. I showed Mother. She grew misty in the eyes also. She
handed be a box and some canned foods. "Here," she said, "mail this along with your
letter.” I obeyed and ran info my room to write my letter.

Lear Aumt Phillia, Lecember 15, 1782

A am aorry. MModher amd L hawe emclosed amd auwpplica for spoun family.
Jﬁop/yoummi‘ﬁwu. JM/WMMM. JMMEMMWMMW
holidans, and Lows thnough may heark Joreren.

Lun /youx'/rz,mu%,ﬁw/df Yonren,
%Wnaﬁw,ﬁxat&/y

Aunt Phillis didn't write back for many years. I thought she was mad at me. I
felt guilty for no true reason, just hope that I would hear from her again.

A few years later, Mother asked me, "Do you know why Aunt Phillis isn't writing
back to you?”

I shook my head. I believed that it was my fault Aunt Phillis wasn't replying. I
didn't want to hear about it. T was mad at myself.

Mother tilted my chin so I stared into her eyes. She spoke in a soft, soothing
voice. "She died the year you sent the last letter,” she told me.



I was depressed. T moped around like a sick dog in the pound. I loved Aunt
Phillis, and she had left me. I learned later that her work was unsuccessful. She died
in poverty nearly penniless.

I am nineteen years old now. Mother is taking me to meet Aunt Phillis's only
remaining child, Sarah. She is eleven now, and very outgoing and happy.

"Hello Cousin Hannah," she called, "How are you today? She happily skipped with
brown, wavy braids. She was wearing a light purple top with matching velvet pants
underneath. She had light brown skin that matched her hair perfectly.

"I am very well, Sarah, and please call me Hannah. Who are you raised by now?"

Sarah grinned, "You in two hours. I am moving in for a few years because Dad
recently died and they are looking for a home for me. Mother very much appreciated
the food. It somehow came a week after you sent it. She loved you, and she will
always remember you."

We played soccer, swam, and chatted. I grew to learn a lot about Sarah and
her life. But when we did all this T had one special thought, and that was, "T want
Aunt Phillis. I grieve for her presence. She will remain in my heart, as Sarah will be
my reminder of her, Sarah, looks like a small version of Aunt Phillis. I love my life, I
hope for new judging and ways for different races, and I will always remember Aunt
Phillis as my guide because of her courage and bravery through races. Though T am
white and do not have any froubles with this problem, at this time, people are not
treating Blacks the way they should. I find that this is hard on Blacks, their families,
and life, but still, Aunt Phillis is my guide through this harsh, unfair world called life.

Author's Note:

Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed 'Letters to Phillis Wheatley'. This has been a very difficult
project to do, because many people out in the world don't know Phillis Wheatley. As
you have read in the beginning, this story is NOT true in some ways. The facts are
true, not including marriage and children. All of Phillis Wheatley's children died
before her, and no one knows what their names were. Phillis was married to John
Peters, an unsuccessful businessman, but where they were married is fictional.

I hope you luck in researching or just reading about Phillis Wheatley, for she is
an extraordinary and amazing woman fo our modern day.

Sincerely,
Cyndia, Author
February 2004



WORKS CITED

American Passages. Annenberg/CPB. 12/11/03
<http://www.learner.org/amerpass/unitO4/authors-10.html>.

An Eighteenth Century Woman: . College of William and Mary Website.
12/11/03<http://dixiesd.marin.k12.ca.us/dixieschool/Pages/WomensWebQuest
/PhillisWheatley.html>.

Historic Figures: Phillis Wheatley. BBCi. 12/10/03
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/wheatley_
phillis.shtml>.

Lasky, Kathryn. A Voice of Her Own. Candlewick Press, 1994.

Lienhard, John. No. 620:Phillis Wheatley. The Engines of Our Ingenuity . 12/10/03
<http://www.uh.edu/engines/epi620.htm>.

Phillis Wheatley, Poet: A Breif Biography. Department of Political
Science, College of Arts and Letters, James Madison University, Center for
Instructional Technology. 12/9/03
<http://www.jmu.edu/madison/wheatley/biography.htm>




