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The Oldest Student: How Mary Walker Learned to Read
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	Rules on the plantation
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	Learning to read
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Source: The Oldest Student: How Mary Walker Learned to Read by Rita Lorraine Hubbard; illustrated by Caldecott Honor Winner Oge Mora
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Mary had heard about a new reading class held in her building.
‘She pursed er lips. “No more wiring” she decided. “Time toleatn.”
Out of herapartment, into an elevator, and down to the lobby she wen.
When the ars sprang open, Mary saw people sitting under a sign

Mary shook her head. Then she geipped her cane, lifeed her chin,
and walked straight foward that sign.

[eih e peciy open book. She could not read the words.
A neighbor wa to her. “That's a reading class, Miss Mary, '
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For the next year and more, Mary put everything sbe
into learning 10 read. Tt wasn't casy; after all, she was
oldest student in the class—and probably in the entire
try. Could someone hes age Jearn t read? She didn't
v, but by Gud, she was going o try.
She studied the alphaber until her cyes watered. She memorized the
iting her namc so many times

i her fingers cramped. She learned 1 recognize *ight words” und then
llenged herself so make short sentences with them.

She studied and studicd; antil hooks and pages and lorters and words
iled i her head while she slepr.

Fuh esch letter made and prasticed
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A ; Wmmrw...g Mary Walker was tired, she

would shield her eyes from the sun and watch the
swallow-tailed kitcs dip and soar above the trees.
“That must-be what it s ike fo be free, she thought.
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She knew the second rule, too: slaves should not be taught to
read ar write, or do anything thse might help ther learn t do so.
Mary didn't stop working. She didn't learn to read, either. But at

theend of each long day picking cotton, toting water to Papa and

the other slaves who chopped wood for the train tracks, or helping
Mama clean the Big House, she would lie in hee little bed next 1o
the crumbling fireplace and think about chose birds.

When I'm free, I'll go where I want and rest when I want. And 1l
dearn to vead, foo.

But Mary didn't watch for long; Even at only
‘cight years old, she knew the first rule of the Union
Springs, Alabama, plantation she lived on:

KEEP
WORKING!





image1.png
1619 Education Network




