
18th June 2021 
 

Happy 
 

“Only the soul that loves is happy.” 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Egmont (Clärchens lied) 
 

Today is my wife’s birthday, a special day for someone I love very deeply. 

And in pondering the significance of the day, this story came to mind. 

In 1898 artist Etta Hest purchased a small cabin on Kenwood Hill in 

Louisville, Kentucky, to use as a summer home. She began a tradition of 

giving annual art festivals for local artists, writers, educators and others 

who had summer residences in the area. Over the years, other log cabins 

were also built on the hillside for well-to-do families who wanted to 

escape the heat of the cities. Among those were sisters Mildred Jane and 

Patty Smith Hill who were well known kindergarten and music teachers.  

Mildred and Patty believed that singing was an important part of 

children’s education and composed and published many songs. In 1893 

the Hill sisters had written a book called, Song Stories of the 

Kindergarten. The first song in the book was entitled “Good Morning to 

All”. During a birthday celebration in Etta Hest’s summer cabin for her 

sister Lysette, Patty Hill suggested the words of this song be changed to 

“Happy Birthday to You”. Although the original song had been 

copyrighted, the new lyrics were not until 1935.  Under federal law at the 

time, the copyright wouldn’t expire until 75 years later – 2010. This meant 

that every time the song was used commercially, such as on stage or in 

singing telegrams, a royalty of twenty-five dollars was due.   

During the Hill sisters’ lifetime, they had trouble collecting their 

royalties.  A digital watch company is said to have programmed one of its 

watches to play the song every hour on the day of someone’s birthday, 

for which the company paid a penny a watch. It’s estimated that the 

copyright owners now earn over a million dollars a year. According to the 

Guinness Book of World Records, “Happy Birthday” is one of the most 

commonly-sung songs in the English language.  

So, when sing I “Happy Birthday” to my wife today, I suspect I’ll give 

more thought to the meaning of birthdays and the importance of singing 

about happiness than I’ve done for a while – and with no royalties due!  
 

A prayer for today 

I’m happy to be loved. I’m happy to love someone. I’m happy for us all today. Amen 
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