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Introduction 
On April 18, 1775, Paul Revere set out on his now 
famous ride from Boston, Massachusetts to Concord, 
Massachusetts. Revere was asked to make the 
journey by Dr. Joseph Warren of the Sons of Liberty, 
one of the first formal organizations of patriotic 
colonists. The purpose was to warn Samuel Adams, 
John Hancock (who were also members of the Sons 
of Liberty) and the other colonists that the British 
were preparing to march on Lexington. 

Revere was taken by boat across the Charles River to 
Charleston, where he then borrowed a horse from a 
friend, Deacon John Larkin. Revere and a fellow 
patriot, Robert Newman, had previously arranged for 
signals to be given (lanterns in the tower of the North 
Church) so Revere would know how the British had 
begun their attack. This is where the famous phrase 
“one if by land, two if by sea” originated. While in 
Charleston, Revere and the Sons of Liberty saw that 
two lanterns had been hung in the North Church 
tower, indicating the British movement. Revere then 
left for Lexington. 

On his way to Lexington, Revere stopped at each 
house to spread the word that the British troops 
would soon be arriving. Sometime around midnight, 
Revere arrived at the house of Reverend Jonas Clark, 
where Hancock and Adams were staying, and gave 
them his message. Soon after Revere’s message was 
delivered, another horseman sent on a different route 
by Dr. Warren, William Dawes, arrived. Revere and 
Dawes decided that they would continue on to 
Concord, Massachusetts, where the local militia had 
stockpiled weapons and other supplies for battle. Dr. 
Samuel Prescott, a third rider, joined Revere and 
Dawes. 

On their way to Concord, the three were arrested by a 
patrol of British officers. Prescott and Dawes escaped 

almost immediately, but Revere was held and 
questioned at gunpoint. He was released after being 
taken to Lexington. Revere then went to the aid of 
Hancock and Adams, whom he helped escape the 
coming seige. He then went to a tavern with another  

 

man, Mr. Lowell, to retrieve a trunk of documents 
belonging to Hancock. At 5:00 a.m., as Revere and 
his associate emerged from the tavern, they saw the 
approaching British troops and heard the first shot of 
the  
 

 
battle fired on the Lexington Green. This gunshot of 
unknown origin, which caused the British troops to 
fire on the colonists, is known as “the shot heard 
round the world.” 

Many believe Longfellow’s account of the Midnight 
Ride is inaccurate because he portrays Revere as a 
lone rider alerting the colonists. Longfellow also fails 
to mention that Revere was captured by British 
soldiers before he reached Concord. However, the 
literary creation of a folk hero named Paul Revere 
was inspiring to many, and the poem still reminds 
people of all ages what it means to be a patriot. 

Critical Response  

Longfellow's early collections, Voices of the Night 
and Ballads and Other Poems, made him instantly 
popular. The New-Yorker called him "one of the very 
few in our time who has successfully aimed in 
putting poetry to its best and sweetest uses". The 
Southern Literary Messenger immediately put 
Longfellow "among the first of our American poets". 
Poet John Greenleaf Whittier said that Longfellow's 
poetry illustrated "the careful moulding by which art 
attains the graceful ease and chaste simplicity of 
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nature". Longfellow's friend Oliver Wendell Holmes, 
Sr. wrote of him as "our chief singer" and one who 
"wins and warms... kindles, softens, cheers [and] 
calms the wildest woe and stays the bitterest tears!"  

The rapidity with which American readers embraced 
Longfellow was unparalleled in publishing history in 
the United States; by 1874, he was earning $3,000 
per poem. His popularity spread throughout Europe 
as well and his poetry was translated during his 

lifetime into Italian, French, German, and other  

 

languages. As scholar Bliss Perry later wrote,  

Longfellow was so highly praised that criticizing him 
was a criminal act like "carrying a rifle into a national 
park". In the last two decades of his life, he often 
received requests for autographs from strangers, 
which he always sent. John Greenleaf Whittier 
suggested it was this massive correspondence that led 
to Longfellow's death, writing: "My friend 
Longfellow was driven to death by these incessant 

demands".  

Contemporary writer Edgar Allan Poe wrote to 
Longfellow in May 1841 of his "fervent admiration 
which [your] genius has inspired in me" and later 
called him "unquestionably the best poet in 
America". However, after Poe's reputation as a critic 
increased, he publicly accused Longfellow of 
plagiarism in what has been since termed by Poe 
biographers as "The Longfellow War". His 
assessment was that Longfellow was "a determined 
imitator and a dextrous adapter of the ideas of other 
people", specifically Alfred, Lord Tennyson. His 
accusations may have been a publicity stunt to boost 
readership of the Broadway Journal, for which he 
was the editor at the time.Longfellow did not respond 
publicly, but, after Poe's death, he wrote: "The 
harshness of his criticisms I have never attributed to 
anything but the irritation of a sensitive nature chafed 

by some indefinite sense of wrong".  

Margaret Fuller judged him "artificial and imitative" 
and lacking force. Poet Walt Whitman also 
considered Longfellow an imitator of European 
forms, though he praised his ability to reach a 
popular audience as "the expressor of common 
themes – of the little songs of the masses". He added, 
"Longfellow was no revolutionarie: never traveled 
new paths: of course never broke new paths." Lewis 
Mumford said that Longfellow could be completely 
removed from the history of literature without much 
effect. Towards the end of his life, contemporaries 
considered him more of a children's poet as many of 

his readers were children. A contemporary reviewer 
noted in 1848 that Longfellow was creating a "Goody 
two-shoes kind of literature... slipshod, sentimental 
stories told in the style of the nursery, beginning in 
nothing and ending in nothing". A more modern critic 
said, "Who, except wretched schoolchildren, now 
reads Longfellow?" A London critic in the London 
Quarterly Review, however, condemned all 
American poetry, saying, "with two or three 
exceptions, there is not a poet of mark in the whole 
union" but singled out Longfellow as one of those 
exceptions. As an editor of the Boston Evening 
Transcript wrote in 1846, "Whatever the miserable 
envy of trashy criticism may write against 
Longfellow, one thing is most certain, no American 
poet is more read".  

Legacy  

Longfellow was the most popular poet of his day and 
is generally regarded as the most distinguished poet 
the country had produced. As a friend once wrote to 
him, "no other poet was so fully recognized in his 
lifetime". Many of his works helped shape the 
American character and its legacy, particularly with 
the poem "Paul Revere's Ride". He was such an 
admired figure in the United States during his life 
that his 70th birthday in 1877 took on the air of a 
national holiday, with parades, speeches, and the 

reading of his poetry.  

Over the years, Longfellow's personality has become 
part of his reputation. He has been presented as a 
gentle, placid, poetic soul: an image perpetuated by 
his brother Samuel Longfellow, who wrote an early 
biography which specifically emphasized these 
points. As James Russell Lowell said, Longfellow 
had an "absolute sweetness, simplicity, and 
modesty". At Longfellow's funeral, his friend Ralph 
Waldo Emerson called him "a sweet and beautiful 
soul". In reality, Longfellow's life was much more 
difficult than was assumed. He suffered from 
neuralgia, which caused him constant pain, and he 
also had poor eyesight. He wrote to friend Charles 
Sumner: "I do not believe anyone can be perfectly 
well, who has a brain and a heart". He had difficulty 
coping with the death of his second wife. Longfellow 
was very quiet, reserved, and private; in later years, 
he was known for being unsocial and avoided leaving 
home. He had become one of the first American 
celebrities and was also popular in Europe. It was 
reported that 10,000 copies of The Courtship of Miles 
Standish sold in London in a single day. Children 
adored him and, when the "spreading chestnut-tree" 
mentioned in the poem "The Village Blacksmith" 
was cut down, the children of Cambridge had the tree 
converted into an armchair which they presented to 
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the poet. In 1884, Longfellow became the first non-
British writer for whom a commemorative sculpted 
bust was placed in Poet's Corner of Westminster 
Abbey in London; he remains the only American 
poet represented with a bust. More recently, he was 
honored in March 2007 when the United States 
Postal Service made a stamp commemorating him. A 
number of schools are named after him in various 
states as well. Neil Diamond's 1974 hit song, 
"Longfellow Serenade", is a reference to the poet. He 
is a protagonist in Matthew Pearl's murder mystery 

The Dante Club (2003).  

Longfellow's popularity rapidly declined, beginning 
shortly after his death and into the twentieth century 
as academics began to appreciate poets like Walt 
Whitman, Edwin Arlington Robinson, and Robert 
Frost. In the twentieth century, literary scholar 
Kermit Vanderbilt noted, "Increasingly rare is the 
scholar who braves ridicule to justify the art of 
Longfellow's popular rhymings." 20th century poet 
Lewis Putnam Turco concluded "Longfellow was 
minor and derivative in every way throughout his 
career... nothing more than a hack imitator of the 
English Romantics." 
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