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The Story of Beethoven

by Ann Donegan Johnson

Grece Wpcre a donme

... long, long ago, in the German city of Bonn, a little boy was
born to a couple named Beethoven.




“It’s almost Christmas time,” said the child’s mother, Maria, as
she held the baby close. “What a wonderful present we have!
Isn’t he beautiful?”

But the baby’s father, Jan van Beethoven, wasn’t nearly so
happy. “He’s an ugly baby, if you ask me,” said Jan, and he went
off to join his friends at the tavern.




“Never mind,” Maria whispered to the little one. “l think you’re a
lovely baby.

Just then, Jan’s father came bustling into the room.

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” he cried when he saw his new

grandson. “You mark my words, Maria. This boy will be a fine
musician some day.”




Maria smiled. “Like you?” she said. “And like his father?”

Grandfather Beethoven looked unhappy then. He did not like
to think too much about Jan. Jan could have been a

marvellous singer, but he wasted his days at the tavern with
his ne’er-do-well friends.




Maria had named the baby Ludwig, after his grandfather, and
as time went by, she gave him the things a good mother gives
to her child. She gave him tenderness and care and love.

Soon Maria noticed that Ludwig wasn’t quite like other little

boys. He heard things that most children never noticed. He

clapped his hands with delights when the church bells rang

out. He laughed at the murmur the River Rhine made as it
flowed past the city.




One day, When Maria was busy with her housework, little
Ludwig found the front door open. He looked out at the
narrow, cobbled street that ran past the house.

“I wonder what’s at the end of the street,” said Ludwig to
himself, and he decided to go and see.




He trotted out the door and down the street, and he walked
and walked until he came to an open field.

It was beautiful in the field, and very peaceful. Ludwig sat

down in a soft, grassy spot and he listened. He heard birds

singing. He heard wind rustling the leaves of the trees. He
heard a faint tinkling of cowbells off in the distance.




Ludwig was very young, of course, but he already knew about
music. And it seemed to him that all the music in the world
must have started with the sounds of nature ---- the sounds of
wind stirring green leaves and of birds singing.




While his mother gave Ludwig love and tenderness, his
grandfather gave him some wonderful adventures. Every day
the old man and the child explored the city of Bonn, and on
one very special day Grandfather took Ludwig to the chapel
where the archbishop went to pray.

“It’s very beautiful!” said Ludwig, when they were inside.

“Yes, it is,” said Grandfather, “but you mustn’t talk in church.
It’s forbidden.”




Grandfather then led Ludwig to a seat, and they waited. And
suddenly the church was filled with a most wonderful sound.

“Grandfather, what is it?” whispered Ludwig.
“It’s the organ,” his grandfather answered.
Just then a rich tenor voice rang out.

“And that is your father,” said Grandfather Beethoven. His voice
was sad, for the thought of his son idling away his life in the
tavern always made him bitter. “He could be a great musician,”
said the grandfather, “if only he weren’t such a wastrel.”




As Ludwig grew bigger, he and his grandfather often went far
beyond the streets of the city. They took long, rambling walks
through the fields and the valleys around Bonn, and they talked
about nature and about music. Sometimes when they were tired
of walking, they rode a boat down the river Rhine.




“Will we always be together?” Ludwig asked his grandfather.
“Will you always take me to see wonderful things and to listen to
beautiful music?”

Grandfather didn’t answer, and before long a day came that was
different from any Ludwig had known.




Ludwig was playing by himself when he realized that the house
was very quiet.

“Something’s the matter,” said the boy. “Mother has gone out
somewhere. And Grandfather hasn’t come to take me for our
walk. I'll go to Grandfather’s house. Perhaps Mother is there.”




Indeed, when Ludwig reached the cottage where his grandfather
lived, his mother was there. His father was there, too, and he
looked very serious.

“Poor little fellow,” said his mother. She put her arms around
Ludwig. “Your grandfather has died,” she told him.




After that, Ludwig was very lonely. He still walked in the fields
and listened to the birds singing, but it was not the same now.

“I wish Grandfather were still here,” thought Ludwig. “Perhaps if
| had a little friend it would help.”




One day Ludwig couldn’t go to the fields because it was
raining. He wandered through the house and came across a
curious box that his father had brought home.

“l wonder what’s in it,” said Ludwig to himself.

He looked around to see if anyone was watching. Then he
liftted the lid ---- and out hopped a strange little cat, a cat who
laughed and capered and told Ludwig that his name was Keys.

“Just like the keys on a piano,” said the cat. “Or the keys on
this instrument.”




Ludwig was delighted. His wish had come true. He had a little
playmate. “l know | made you up,” he told the cat, “But I'm going
to keep you as my friend. | need a friend.”

“Indeed, you do,” said the cat. “And now that that’s settled, why
don’t you try this instrument?”




So, Ludwig touched.the keys on the instrument, and the room
was filled with beautiful sounds. “It’s wonderful!” cried Ludwig.
“When | play at one end, it sounds like birds chirping. At the
other end, it sounds like thunder.”




But then Ludwig heard someone behind him. He turned around,
and he began to tremble.

Who do you suppose was there?

It was Ludwig’s father, standing in the doorway.

Poor Ludwig was terrified. “I’'m sorry, Father,” he said. “I just
wondered what was in the box you brought home, and such
beautiful sounds came out when | touched the keys that |
couldn’t stop.”




For once, Jan van Beethoven didn’t shout or scold. “That is called
a clavier,” he said quietly, and he sat down and began to play.

Ludwig listened. At first the music gave him a peaceful feeling.
Then it grew livelier, and it excited him. And sometimes it made
him feel sad.

When Jan stopped playing, he turned to Ludwig. “Would you like
to learn how to do it?” he asked.

“Could | really?” cried Ludwig.

“| don’t see why not,” said Jan. “l will teach you.”




Ludwig’s mother came home that day and found Jan teaching
Ludwig to play the clavier.

“Look, Mother!” cried Ludwig. “Father is giving me lessons!”

“Oh, that’s grand!” cried his mother. “Jan, it warms my heart to

see you giving your time to your son.




Jan smiled a secret smile. He was thinking of a young musician
named Mozart who had become a famous pianist and composer
at the age of nine. “Mozart'was a child prodigy, and he made lots
of money,” thought Jan. “I will make sure that Ludwig becomes a
prodigy, too ---- and he can make money for me!”

Poor little Ludwig. His father was the giving sort. Quite the
opposite. Jan van Beethoven intended to take all that he could
from the child.




Ludwig learned quickly. Every time the boy played; Jan dreamed of
the money Ludwig might make. Soon he was forcing Ludwig to
practice long hours.

“Please, Father,” said Ludwig one day. “I love the music, but I’'m
tired right now. Can’t | rest for a bit?”

“You can rest when we’re rich!” shouted his father.” Right now,

IH

And he brought a stick down on Ludwig’s hands.

you can practice




“Jan, stop!” cried Ludwig’s mother. “You’ll hurt him!”

“He’ll be a great musician!”.shouted Jan. “He’ll make heaps of
money. Now stop snivelling, Ludwig! To work!”




In spite of the shouting and the rages and the weariness, Ludwig
did love the music. When his father wasn’t at home, he sometimes
played just-for himself and Keys.




In a few years Ludwig had learned everything that his father could
teach him, and he began to make a little money playing in the
homes of the wealthy people of Bonn.

“It isn’t much,” he told Keys, “but it gives me a chance to play in
front of people. And if Father doesn’t spend it all at the tavern,
perhaps | can buy some nice things for Mother.”




Ludwig was about ten when his father came home one night
and brought a friend with him. The man’s name was Tobias,
and he had once been a great musician in Frankfurt. Tobias
was like Jan, however. He spent too much time in the tavern.

“Get up, Ludwig!” bellowed Jan. “Tobias has come to hear
you play
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Ludwig didn’t argue when his father shouted that way. He
tumbled out of bed, and so did Keys.




“Very good!” said Tobias when he heard Ludwig play.
“The boy has talent. | will give him lessons.”




And Tobias began to teach Ludwig. Tobias was a better
musician than Jan, and a finer teacher. But he never
started his lessons with-Ludwig until the tavern was closed.
Then he came roaring in and Jan made Ludwig get out of
bed and play for him.

“Be brave, Ludwig,” whispered Keys. “Forget that you are
sleepy. Just think of the music and it will be all right.”




Ludwig’s mother cried when Jan shouted at the boy, but she
couldn’t stop her husband.




She couldn’t do much about her two younger sons, either.
They liked to tease Ludwig about his looks. They told him
that he was ugly and that dogs barked at him when he walked
down the street.

“Don’t pay any attention,” said Keys. “Looks aren’t
important. When you become a great musician, that is what
people will see --- only your greatness
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Ludwig tried to believe what Keys said to him, and before
long he had such a stroke of luck that he thought it might
really come true.

An excellent musician named Christian Gottlob Neefe heard
Ludwig play, and he was impressed. “You show promise,
“said Neefe. “You still have much to learn, of course. | will

give you lessons.




And | would like to teach you to compose.”

“I have already composed some little pieces,” said Ludwig,
and he played them for Herr Neefe.

”
!

said Neefe. “In time you should be really good!”

“Excellent




Ludwig was delighted, and so was Keys. Of course, Ludwig
enjoyed the company of his small friend, so he kept the little

cat with him while he practiced every day.

He no longer practiced at home on the clavier. Now he played

the organ in a church. '/And Keys was there the day Neefe
came to announce that Ludwig was to play for the Elector.
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Now in those days the elector wasn’t quite as important as a king
or an emperor, but he was important. He was the ruler of the
area where Ludwig lived, and when Ludwig heard that he was to
go to court and play for thisman, he was terribly excited.




“Mother, | cannot believe it,” he said. “I’'m so nervous!”

“You’ll do well,” said his mother. “I know you will.”

Even Ludwig’s father was pleased. At last, he thought, Ludwig
would be well-known, and he would make lots of money. So Jan
bought Ludwig a fine satin coat, and he sent the boy to court.




Ludwig was dazzled at first. He saw the chandeliers sparkling
overhead and the mirrors everywhere. He saw the elegant
people crowding the ballroom, and the Elector sitting in the front
of the audience.

“Oh, Keys!” he whispered. “My legs are shaking. | don’t think |
can walk to the clavier!”

“Of course, you can walk to the clavier!” said Keys. “Just think of
the music! You never fail when you think only of the music.







There was silence for an instant when Ludwig finished
playing. Then the audience began to applaud. “Bravo!
Bravo!” cried the courtiers.

“You did it!” cried Keys. “Ludwig, you did it! Look! Even the
Elector is clapping!”




I’ve been so fortunate,” said Ludwig to Keys when the great day
was over. “People have given me so much --- lessons, a place to
practice, a chance to play at court!”

“Keep working,” said Keys, “and some day you will have a chance
to repay all those gifts.”




So Ludwig went on practicing and composing. Then one day
Neefe arrived with the word that he was to play the clavier in the
court-orchestra.

“It doesn’t pay much,” said Neefe, “but it’s a great honour.”
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“Honour?” shouted Jan van Beethoven when Ludwig told him the
news. “Who cares about honour? Money! That’s what counts!”

“But it’s a great opportunity!” cried Ludwig.

“Ugly fellows like you need every opportunity that comes their
way,” said his brothers.

“Never mind, Ludwig, said his mother. “You are not ugly, and you
must go ahead and take the position. I’'m proud of you!”










And when he was seventeen, he took all that he had saved, and
some money he borrowed, and he told his mother that he was
going to Vienna.

That’s ... that’s wonderful, Ludwig,” said his mother. She wanted
him to have his chance to be a great musician, but she would miss
him very much. She tried not to show that she was sad as he set
off for Vienna, carrying a letter from the Elector to the great
composer Mozart.
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“Not many people get a chance to play for Mozart,” said Keys, for
of course the cat went to Vienna, too.

“I am a very lucky young man,” said Ludwig. “l am also a very
nervous young man.”




“Very Well, sir,” said Mozart when Ludwig presented himself and
his letter. “Let me hear what you can do.”

Ludwig sat down at the piano and he began to play. And it was like
his performance at court; the moment the music began, Ludwig
forgot to be nervous.

“You play well,” said Mozart when Ludwig finished. “l would like
you to stay in Vienna. | would like to teach you.”




Mozart not only taught Ludwig, but he also saw to it that the
boy met other musicians. Ludwig had a wonderful time
talking to gifted people and going to fine concerts.

“One day I'll bring my mother to Vienna,” Ludwig told Keys.
“I'll take her to see the sights, and I'll give her all sorts of
beautiful things.”

“You should,” said Keys. “Look at everything she’s given you.”




But even while Ludwig was dreaming of the fine time he would
have with his mother, a letter arrived at the inn where he was
staying. Ludwig opened the letter and felt a great sadness.

“My mother is very ill,” he told Keys. “I| must go home right away.”




Ludwig hurried back to Bonn, and not long after he arrived, his
mother died.

Now, for the first time in his life, music failed to comfort Ludwig.
His mother had been the one person who had always given him
love, and now she was gone.




Ludwig went to the cathedral to practice every day, but he went as
if he were walking in his sleep. On his way he passed a beautiful
garden filled with flowers and trees and sometimes he and Keys sat
there and rested and thought of his mother.




Ludwig was standing in the garden one day when he heard a soft
voice say, “Is something the matter?”

Ludwig turned to see a lady standing in the garden. “You look so
sad,” said the lady. “My name is Frau von Breuning and this is my
garden. Tell me what’s troubling you.”

The lady looked kind, so Ludwig told her about his mother.




“I understand,” said Frau von Breuning. “My dear husband passed
away not long ago, and | felt a great sadness. Why don’t you come
and meet my children and stay for supper with us?”




Ludwig was happy not to have to go home to his own cheerless
house. He was glad to meet Frau von Breuning’s four children, and
he was pleased that they seemed to take a liking to him.
“Welcome, Ludwig!” they cried, and they showed him into the
dining room.

“What nice people.” said Keys, who watched as they laughed and
chatted during supper.




Ludwig had not been so happy since he left Vienna, and when
Frau von Breuning heard that he was a musician, she insisted
that he play for them. Ludwig did play, and for the first time in
months he felt joyful about his music.

“Ah!” said Keys. “That sounds like my friend Ludwig again!”

“How very beautiful!” said Frau von Breuning, and she and her
children offered Ludwig their friendship --- a friendship that
was to last a lifetime.




Ludwig found new courage after that evening with the
Breunings. He worked with fresh inspiration at his
composing. And in the days that followed he met a man
named Countvon Waldstein.




He was greatly impressed with Ludwig, and one day he decided
that he would visit the young man at his home and surprise him.

It was indeed a surprise! The count found Ludwig living.in a
shabby house on a mean little street. His room was dark and
untidy, with sheets of music-scattered over the floor. A battered
piano was stuck back in the corner, and\Ludwig was hunched over
this, working on his newest composition.




“What a disgrace!” said the count to himself. “Ludwig van
Beethoven is a fine musician. He shouldn’t have to use such a
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dreadful old instrument

Ludwig looked up then, and he saw.the count. He leaped to his
feet and invited his guest to sitdown. He tried to pretend that
everything was all right, but he was terribly embarrassed.

“I'm glad we don’t have lots of company,” said Keys. “ltis
messy in here!”




A few days later, two husky men called upon Ludwig --- and
delivered a beautiful new piano.

“For me?” Ludwig was quite stunned at the sight of the marvellous
instrument. “But there must be some mistake. | didn’t order a
piano --- andl have no money to payfor one!”

“It’s a gift,” said one of the men, “from the Count von Waldstein.”




Of course, Ludwig was thrilled. And he soon learned that there
were other surprises in store for him. Count von Waldstein saw to
that --- and so did the Elector.




First, Franz Joseph Haydn, a truly great musician, visited the
Elector, and Ludwig had a chance to play for him. Then,
when Haydn offered to give Ludwig lessons, Count von

Waldstein sent Ludwig off to Vienna so that he could study

with him. What is more, he made sure Ludwig had enough

money to live while he was there!




Ludwig started his lessons with Haydn as soon as he was
settled in Vienna. Soon other great musicians learned about
Ludwig, and they offered to share their knowledge with the

young man.

“So many people are generous with me,” said Ludwig to
himself. “The least | can do is give something to those who
need it.” So, when he could, Ludwig sent money to his
father and his brothers, who were at home in Bonn.




Soon Ludwig was giving more than money. He was giving
pleasure to many people, for those who heard of his music came
from far and near to listen to him play.

“Bravo!” they would shout. “Encore! Play more, Beethoven!”




But then, just when everything was going so well for Ludwig,
a very sad thing happened.

It started gradually. At first Beethoven wasn’t even sure
about it. “It may be my imagination,” he said to Keys, “but |
don’t seem to hear as well as | used to.”

“Not hear well?” said Keys. “But that’s terrible! You must
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go to see a doctor right away




Ludwig did go to see a doctor. He went to see many
doctors. They looked sad and they shook their heads.

“Sorry Herr van Beethoven,” they said, “but there is nothing
we €an do. In time you will be completely deaf.”
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“Keys, what will happen to me?” cried Ludwig. “l am only thirty
years old. | have hardly started my work. What will | do?”

Poor little Keys didn’t know the answer. Each day Ludwig’s
hearing grew worse. At last Ludwig couldn’t hear the piano
anymore. The only thing he could hear was Keys --- and that
was because Keys was in his own imagination.

“Keep trying,” Keys would say. “Please, keep trying.”
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But it was so hard. Ludwig could not imagine his life without
music. He became terribly depressed. He wouldn’t go out of
the house and he wouldn’t let his friends come to see him.

“Come now, Ludwig,” said keys at last. “Are you going to sit

and feel sorry for yourself for the rest of your life? So many

people have given so much to help you develop your talents.
Perhaps it’s time you gave something back!”

L LI
N~ &




Then Ludwig remembered the love he had had from his
mother, and the adventures with his grandfather.

He recalled the lessons he had had from his father’s friend
Tobias, and from Herr Neefe. “And the Elector has been good
to me,” he said to Keys. “And Frau von Breuning and Mozart

and Haydn and Count von Waldstein.

You are right. They have given me so much. | can’t let it go to
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waste




Soon Ludwig’s friends-heard that he was.composing again.

“I cando it!” he said to Keys. “l can hear the music in my mind ---
and itiis good!”

“I told you so!” cried Keys. “And it is:beautiful! It's the most
beautiful- music you ever wrote!”

Some people have said that the music Beethoven wrote after he
became deaf is the most beautiful music anyone has ever written.




“You should be happier now,” said Keys. “You are giving your
gifts to the world.”

“It’s certainly better than brooding,” said Ludwig. “But there is
one thing | would like to do, and I’'m not sure | can do it. |
would like to conduct my Ninth Symphony.”




People were startled when they heard about this --- and they
were not encouraging. “How can you conduct an orchestra if you
cannot hear the music?” said some of Ludwig’s friends.

“Don’t pay any attention to them, Ludwig,” whispered Keys. “Lots
of people thought you couldn’t compose, either, after you lost
your hearing.”

“And | did, didn’t I?” said Ludwig. “So | will conduct.”










But then one of the musicians came to him and turned him
around so that he faced the audience. He saw that everyone was
standing and clapping. He saw that some people cheered, and
others wept with delight.

“You were wonderful!” whispered Keys. “You’ve given the world
something that will last forever.”




And Keys was right. Beethoven’s music is so beautiful that people
enjoy it today as much as they did then.

Of course, not everyone can give the world great music, as
Beethoven did. But sooner or later, everyone has the opportunity
to give something to make someone else happier. Your gifts may

be very simple, but if they make someone else happy, you will
probably be happier, too.




And if someone gives you a gift --- a gift of time or money or
attention --- try to receive it with joy. It’s more fun that way for
the one who is giving the gift --- and more fun for you, too. Giving
is like lots of other valuable things; it has to work both ways.

The End




Historical Facts

Ludwig van Beethoven was born into a musical family on
December 16, 1770, in Bonn, Germany. His grandfather was the
director of the court orchestra and his father was a singer in the

royal choir. He lived in poverty, however, because his father
preferred drinking over working to support his family.

As a young child, Beethoven developed a passion for the
outdoors that was to last a lifetime. He took great pleasure in
listening to the sound of the wind as it stirred the trees, to the

songs of the birds, and to the murmuring of the River Rhine as it
flowed downstream. Early on, he felt that the true source of
music was Nature.

His musical training began when he was four years old.
Recognizing Ludwig’s musical talent, his father, Jan, had hopes
that Ludwig could use his talent to earn money to support the
family. Eager for the boy to learn quickly, Jan often beat him

into practicing more and more. One day, Ludwig’s mother,
Maria-Magdalena, tried to intervene. Jan began to beat her with
a strap. Ludwig begged his father to stop. This upset the boy so
much that from that day forward Ludwig never had to be
encouraged to practice. He wanted to learn all that he could so
that someday he could give his beloved mother the beautiful
things he felt she deserved.



It was not long before Beethoven began composing his own
music. By 1782, some of his compositions were published. In
1787, he travelled to Vienna where he met and performed for

Mozart. After listening to Beethoven play, Mozart commented to
his friends, “Keep your eyes on him. Someday, he will give the
world something to talk about.” Indeed, this prophecy came true.

Beethoven studied with many of the great musical masters. But
he felt restricted by the rules of composition set by his teachers.
He longed to write music with a freer, more modern
interpretation than was being written in the early 1800’s. By the
time Beethoven wrote his Third Symphony, he had established his
identity as a truly original composer.

During the years that followed, his despondent not being able to
hear the music drove him into moods of deep depression and
eccentricity. But he continued to compose. In his lifetime, he

produced no symphonies, five piano concertos, thirty-two piano
sonatas, sixteen string quartets, an opera, a mass, a ballet, and

seventy unnumbered compositions.

His Ninth Symphony was finished in 1823, when he was totally
deaf. Nevertheless, Beethoven conducted the first performance
of this work. When the symphony was over, a soloist in the
orchestra took him by the arm and turned him around so that he
could see the audience clapping wildly. Smiling at them he said, “I
write not for you, but for those who shall come after.”



Three years later, on March 26, 1827, Beethoven died of
pneumonia. But he left the world a most wonderful gift --- his
glorious music that is shared by all of us.






