
 

 

THE STORY OF LORENA 
 

"In the city of Zanesville, Ohio, there lived, some years before the Civil War, a 

young Universalist minister, the Rev. Henry de Lafayette Webster. He was educated in 

the Columbian Academical and Collegiate Institute, and the editor of the college paper.  

In the year 1848, being then twenty-four years of age, and full of poetry and romance, he 

was enjoying his first pastorate in Zanesville. 

His leading parishioner was a wealthy manufacturer whose residence was upon of 

the many hills which surround that picturesque city, and the eminence upon which it was 

seated was the one referred to in the song: 

 

T'was flowery May 

When up the hilly slope we climbed 

To watch the dying of the day 

And hear the distant church bells chimed. 

 

There lived in the manufacturer's family a younger sister of his wife, an orphan who 

was the leading singer in the choir.  She was nineteen years old, small of stature with blue 

eyes, light brown hair and exquisite complexion. She was not only a sweet singer but was 

as full of poetry and romance as her pastor, and they became strongly attached to one 

another. 

Their loving, however, did not prosper well. The manufacturer's family was wealthy 

and aristocratic and had higher notions of the young lady's future than to sanction her 

marriage with a poor preacher. As she was dependent upon them for a home, and was an 

obedient, compliant nature, she listened to the repeated insistence of her proud sister and 

wealthy brother-in-law, and after a long struggle and many bitter tears, she yielded to 

their counsel; and the parting of the ways came. The young minister saw her for the last 

time at her home, learned of the sister's unconquerable objection, and heard his fate; and 

then came a quiet but painful farewell. That night she wrote him a letter in which she 

used the words so well remembered by those familiar with the song, 'If we try we may 

forget.' 

The separation was a withering blow to those young, loving hearts. Mr. Webster, in 

writing to a friend twenty-six years after the parting, said, 'I doubt if all the dark lines are 

erased from my heart yet.'  He resigned his pastorate and sought other fields, smothering 

his pain as best he could by filling his place well in life. He remained in the ministry to 

the end of his days, and the only sign of that pain the world ever saw was the heart cry in 

the much-loved song Lorena. 

In 1856 he was residing in an Illinois city where he met J. R. Webster, the composer, 

who, although of the same name, was not a relative. J. R. Webster was writing some 

music and was at a loss to find appropriate words. The Rev. Mr. Webster told him he 

could write a song, and in a day or two produced it, entitled, Bertha, a mere fanciful 

name. When the composer came to set the song to music he found he wanted a name of 

three syllables, accented on the second, and the author then supplied the name Lorena. 

The young lady's name was not Lorena, however.  It was Ella. 

The song, when published, had a success rarely attained by popular melodies, and its 

popularity, beginning in 1858, lasted for years.  It was sung every-where -- in the parlor, 



 

 

in concerts, on the street and in the camps of contending armies.  It was remarkable in the 

fact that it was the popular song of both the North and South in the bitter days of the Civil 

War.  In the northern army it was immensely popular, and found its way south through 

Louisville and Cincinnati; and during the Rebellion it was, almost, the only piece sung in 

southern homes, and, excepting martial airs, about the only one sung in Confederate 

camps. Everywhere was Lorena. A steamer on the Ohio was named Lorena; engines on 

the western roads were called Lorena; and, in the years following the war, persons often 

met young and middle-aged ladies called Lorena. 

The music had a peculiar charm and the words were singularly touching; and the 

length of the song, extending to six long verses, suggested that there was a story back of 

it.  That the song was founded on truth, every-one familiar with it could not help 

thinking; and they thought correctly. But those who sang it did not know the story of 

disappointed love of which it was born. The young minister had disguised it behind the 

name Lorena, and when it became public property in this poetical form, he took no steps 

to make the facts known.  So strong was the feeling, however, that it was founded on life 

that various stories of its origin sprang into being. A story which became prevalent in the 

South was that it was the love story of a Trappist monk belonging to the brotherhood in 

Kentucky. 

The Rev. H. D. L. Webster died here in Chicago on November 3, 1896." 

Vose here turned about, facing his instrument, and after a preliminary fingering of the 

keyboard, as if he were awakening the chords, he turned his blind eyes upward and began 

to sing: 

 

The years creep slowly by, Lorena, 

 The snow is on the grass again; 

The sun's low down the sky, Lorena 

 The frost gleams where the flowers have been; 

But the heart beats on as warmly now 

 As when the summer days were nigh; 

Oh: the sun can never dip so low 

 Adown affection's cloudless sky. 

 

A hundred months have passed, Lorena, 

 Since last I held thy hand in mine, 

And felt thy pulse beat fast, Lorena, 

 Though mine beat faster far than thine; - 

A hundred months: -'T was flowery May 

 When up the hilly slope we climbed 

To watch the dying of the day 

 And hear the distant church bells chimed! 

 

We loved each other then, Lorena, 

 More than we ever dared to tell; 

And what we might have been, Lorena, 

 Had but our loving prospered well: 

But then, 'tis past, the years are gone; 



 

 

 I'll not call up their shadowy forms; 

I'll say to them, "Lost years, sleep on! 

 Sleep on!  Nor heed life's pelting storms. 

 

The story of the past, Lorena, 

 Alas! I care not to repeat; 

The hopes that could not last, Lorena, 

 They lived, but only lived to cheat. 

I would not cause e 'en one to regret 

 To rankle in your bosom now; 

For, "if we try we may forget" 

 Were words of thine lone ago. 

 

Yes, those words were thine, Lorena; 

 They burn within my memory yet. 

They touch some tender cords, Lorena, 

 Which thrill and tremble with regret. 

T'was not they woman's heart that spoke - 

 Thy heart was always true to me.  

A duty stern and pressing broke 

 The tie that linked my soul with thee. 

 

 It matters little now, Lorena, 

 The past is in th' eternal past. 

Our heads will soon lie low, Lorena; 

 Life's tide is ebbing out so fast. 

There is a future; O thank God, 

 Of life this is so small a part! 

'Tis dust to dust beneath the sod, 

But There - up There- t'is heart to heart 

 

. . . 

"Yes," replied Vose, "[Webster] died here, as I said, on November 3, l896.  He lived to 

the age of seventy-two." 

"But what," inquired Jennie Shane, suddenly finding voice, "--what became of Lorena?" 

. . . 

"Well, my girl, Lorena went blind.  She lost her eyesight and was totally blind for years. 

Possibly that is one reason I have been so interested in her story.  She died at Marietta, 

Ohio, just two years ago -- March 3, 1917." 

 

 

copied from Valley Waters by Charles D. Stewart published by E P 
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