Lesson 1:  Eyewitness Accounts

Traditional primary source material includes items such as letters, diaries and reminiscences (short life histories).  These materials are written by the individuals who lived through the events that are being studied and often (with the exception of reminiscences) during or around the time they were happening.  For this reason we may call these sorts of records “eyewitness accounts.”   They are very useful in the study of history because they capture not only details about historic events but the world views of the people who experienced them.   
There are five suggested activities for the eyewitness accounts lesson:

1) Discussion Questions: Ella Wheeler – classroom discussion
2) Write Back to Ella: Ella Wheeler -- writing
3) Discussion Questions: Mary A. Hamilton  – classroom discussion
4) Write Your Own Reminiscence: Mary A. Hamilton –writing

5) Compare and Contrast -- worksheet
Letters of Ella Wheeler:
These letters were written by Ella Wheeler, a school teacher who taught in Clayton and Winchester townships of Winnebago County.  Ella Wheeler came home to Neenah in the summers and celebrated the Fourth of July holidays there. In these letters Ella is writing to her friend, Hellen, in Shawano.  There are small portions of three letters for students to examine.  An image of the letter is shown and also a transcription is provided.  All original spelling and grammar is intact.  The complete text of the letters is available in Appendix 1A.

Activity 1:  Discussion Questions

Students can read some or all of the letters themselves or follow along with the teacher.  For each letter, recommended discussion questions and suggested answers are provided below.  Some questions have no right or wrong answer.  The type of questions below range from simple comprehension questions to more complex, analytical questions.  Teachers may also use the opportunity to teach about letter writing in general and how at one time it was the only way to communicate with people at a distance (see enrichment below). 
June 13, 1865

Do you think the Fourth of July was a big celebration in 1865?  Why/why not?

What do you think “high old bust” means? 

While a “bust” can mean a drinking binge, Ella is probably speaking of more innocent indulgences (food, fun, etc.)
What events will be going on to celebrate the Fourth of July?
 Dinner, ball, fireworks
How much money was spent on fireworks? 
$500.  While this is roughly equivalent to $5,500 in today’s money, it was probably even a more impressive amount at the time, especially during the Civil War. 
July 15, 1865

In this letter, Ella is very descriptive of the 4th of July activities.  Thus, included on the site is a long entry which students might not be expected to read on their own.  The images to the original letter are also available via a link from this page if students are curious. In the letter Ella mentions the “Riff Raffs” twice, this is assumed to be a performance group of some sort.  Note that in lesson three (Newspapers), there are two articles from this same day that detail some of these same activities. 
Read transcription of July 15, 1865 Ella W. letter aloud to students and have students write down three details they heard.  

Did Ella have a good Fourth of July?  Why/why not? 

Read the sentences from Ella’s letter that contain the words: feller, search, carriage, frock, solmumcholy, and  “split my self laughing.” Ask students what they think those words mean?  Encourage use of context clues.

Was the Fourth of July dinner large?  

800 people
Who was honored at the dinner?  

Soldiers from the Civil War 


Do you think the Fourth of July was a big celebration for Neenah in 1865?  Why?

How did Ella help with at the Soldier’s dinner? 


Serve food.

What sorts of clothes did Ella take to try to stay dry?


Hat and umbrella 

Why were the streets in Neenah in such bad shape after 7 hours of rain? 
At the time,none of the streets were paved, they were all dirt roads.
 

June 12, 1866

Look at the original and note how the “P.S.” is perpendicular to the text from the very beginning of the letter.  Students might guess that that people had to do this at a time when paper was expensive or scarce and they wanted to use every bit before using a new piece.  There is also a link on this page to the newspaper lesson with an article describing the same activities.

What type of event does Ella mention to celebrate the Fourth of July?  


Sunday school celebration
Activity 2: Write back to Ella.
Students are to pretend they are the friend Ella wrote to in 1865 and write a letter of their own back asking some questions about things they didn’t understand.
Reminiscence of Mary Aurelia Kimberly Hamilton:
In 1913, Mary Hamilton wrote this reminiscence detailing the time when she first came to Neenah in 1849.  She describes her first experience of the Fourth of July in a portion of this reminiscence. Hamilton was the daughter of early settler John Robbins Kimberly and sister of future Kimberly-Clark founder John Alfred Kimberly and thus was of some privilege and wealth even in 1849. She and her family ate at their home with another of the area’s prominent families, the Smiths, and not with the citizens who had gathered for the community celebration. One can detect a certain air of class detachment in Mrs. Hamilton’s writing (written when she was 82 years old).   Still, the community’s “humble” dinner impressed her enough to remember portions of it.  As the Hamiltons lived in the stately “double house” on East Wisconsin Ave, the woods opposite is the area along the Neenah channel of the Fox River.  The complete text is available in Appendix 1B.

Activity 3: Discussion Questions
Students can either read the text themselves or the teacher may read it aloud. Students are asked to pick out 3-5 details from narration.  Students may write these details down or the teacher may consider recording them on the board.  Through these details questions may be asked of the students to elicit discussion about what Neenah and the 4th of July was like in 1849.  Questions might include:
What song did the people sing?  


The song America or “My Country Tis of Thee”.  This song debuted on July 4, 1831, at a children's service at the Park Street Church in Boston, Massachusetts. It was one of the more popular patriotic songs by 1849. The Star Spangled Banner, although published by this time, did not become nationally popular until the Civil War. The song was not made the national anthem until 1931. 
What sorts of foods did the people of Neenah eat?

Why were there only shacks on the Menasha channel?
Activity 4: Write your own reminiscence

Students are asked to write their own reminiscence of a 4th of July celebration or summer activities that they enjoyed in the past. 

Activity 5: Venn Diagram—Compare and Contrast  

After reviewing one or both of the eyewitness accounts students can compare and contrast historic and present day 4th of July activities using the Venn diagram worksheet (narativeworksheet.doc) or a similar diagram made on the chalkboard.  Students are to offer suggestions of activities that ONLY occurred in the mid 19th century or in the present day and include activities that happened in both in the middle.  
Enrichment

Additional Discussion Items on letter writing
Letters were one of the main/only forms of communication in the 19th century.   What types of communication are available now?  

Note that only the city and state were required for the post office to deliver the mail.  They did not need a specific address as there were far fewer people in Neenah.
Why do you think the P.S was in the margins (sideways/upside down)?  

Paper was very rare and expensive.

Why would some of the words in the letter be underlined?  

