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Musicology – History of ‘Happy Birthday’ 

Songs evolve for many reasons and often come to us with a fascinating story behind them. 

So, before we light our four birthday  candles ,  a historical musical journey of discovery should be 
taken so we can appreciate the famous song of celebration! 

‘Happy Birthday’ had its origins in 1893, when Mildred Hill, a kindergarten teacher in Louisville, 
 Kentucky, put together a simple little tune. Whether she composed it entirely out of her head, or was 
 influenced by other "folk song" fragments, is not clear.   Her younger sister Patty (also a teacher) put the 
 lyric “Good morning dear teacher, good morning to you” to fit the melody.  The song was initially 
 intended as a classroom greeting song, titled "Good Morning to All" and was part of the book ‘Song 
 Stories for the  Kindergarten’ which the sisters co-wrote and published in 1893. 

It is not known who changed the lyrics that turned it into a birthday song.   In 1924, in a songbook titled 
‘Harvest Hymns’, ‘Good Morning to All’, has ‘Happy Birthday to You’ printed as an optional second 
verse.  This appears to be the first time the melody and lyrics of 'Happy Birthday to You' were published 
together.  The song became popular, and the Happy Birthday words supplanted the earlier version.   

In 1931 the song appeared in the Broadway show Band Wagon, became a "singing telegram" for Western 
Union in 1933, and surfaced again in Irving Berlin's show As Thousands Cheer in 1934.   In that year, 
Jessica Hill, another Hill sister, filed a lawsuit because of the unauthorized use of the "Happy Birthday to 
You" melody which clearly resembled the melody of "Good Morning to All," the song her sisters 
originally wrote. She was able to establish legal copyright to her sisters for their song, and it was officially 
published in 1935 as ‘Happy Birthday’.  Since then, two legal changes in America's copyright system have 
made Happy Birthday copyright until 2030. 

Royalties must be paid if the song is ever part of a profit-making enterprise, but fortunately this does not 
rule out it being sung privately, as it is at countless parties.  Copyright can be enforced, however, when the 
song is used in a public place where a larger group than a family is gathered, such as a sports event. 

Although Happy Birthday has only four short musical phrases, and a single repetitive line of words, it has 
become a part of the musical landscape. It is sung all over the world in many languages - by one estimate, 
several million times a year - often to children who are too young even to know what the song is about, but 
also to just about everyone else. 

                                    a bit of ‘Syncopation’ 

 Happy Birthday to You’   has been named in the Guinness Book of Records as one of the three most sung 
songs in the English language, along with’ For He's a Jolly Good Fellow’ and ‘Auld Lang Syne’.     

 The song reportedly earns millions in royalties every year, with the money going, in part, to an early 
childhood foundation established in honour of the Hill sisters.  

 In 2002, under the leadership of Mayor Dave Armstrong, the city of Louisville named a city parking lot, 
 the “Happy Birthday Lot” in honour of the Hill sisters.  Located just southwest of Main and Ninth streets, 
 it has a commemorative plaque telling the story of the local sisters who composed the famous song. 

Two performances of the song are particularly famous:  

 At President John F Kennedy's birthday concert in May 1962, Marilyn Monroe gave a 
brief but sultry and memorable performance of the song.  

 Seven years afterwards, on Mary 8, 1969, the song had its longest-distance broadcast 
when the crew of the orbiting Apollo 9 sang Happy Birthday to NASA director 
Christopher Kraft. 



 Prelude        

DATE EVENT PARTICULARS 

    
July 23 

 
  Rehearsal 

10.00 – 12.00 
Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

July 30   Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

 
Aug 6 

 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

  
Aug 6 

 

Fourth 
Birthday 

Lunch 

12.00 – 1.15 
bring your samos  & 

celebrate in style! 

 Thurs 
    Aug 8 

      

Senior’s  
Cafe 

 

9.45 for 10.15 
Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

 
    

Aug 13 
 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

    
Aug 20 

 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

Aug 27 

      

Rehearsal / 
Legato  
Lunch 

10.00 – 12.00 
Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

12.00 – 1.15 
bring your samos  & 

socialize after singing 

    
Sept 3 

 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

 Wed 
Sept 4 

Young @ 
Heart 

10.00 for 10.30 – 
Capital Edge Church 

Erindale 

    
Sept 10 

 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

    
Sept 17 

 

  Rehearsal 
10.00 – 12.00 

Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

Sept 24 

      

  Rehearsal / 
Legato  
Lunch 

10.00 – 12.00 
Tugg  Seniors  Centre 

12.00 – 1.15 
bring your samos  & 

socialize after singing 

 Thurs 

      Sept 26 

 

Parkinson 
ACT 

10.45 for 11.15     
Community Centre 
Collett Pl  Pearce 

 
 
 
 

Reprise    
Our last six months have been the 
 busiest we have had to date:   

‘Three Musical Offerings 
Two Centenary Celebrations 

An AIDS Candlelight Memorial 
One Parkinson performance 

One Open Morning 
And 

A Workshop with gorgeous Chrissie Shaw!’ 

I can feel another song coming on......... 

But, frivolity aside, congratulations all round are 
well  deserved and we definitely need to sing  

 to us! 

for  our own birthday celebration - not quite a 
 centenary  but  very good start!  

 Another big ‘ thank you’ goes to  the  Canberra 
Southern Cross Club who have  included us again in 
their  Community Grant distribution and  Cathy B  
                           and  Kathy J will be our deserving 
                          representatives  at  the luncheon. 
                          Enjoy ladies, and don’t forget the  
                          photo or the cheque!!         
                

 
 

                Interval 

                     After much convincing from my 
husband, I finally agreed to call an old family 
friend to sing her happy birthday. It was only 
after I finished singing, that the voice at the 
other end of the line informed me, that it was 
the wrong number. 
“Oh I’m sorry” I said, embarrassed.  
“It’s ok”, the voice said “you can use all of the 
practice you can get!”  
 

 
 

    Accompaniment    

WWeebbssiittee::  wwwwww..hheeaarrttaannddssoouullssiinnggeerrss..ccoomm..aauu       

EEmmaaiill::          iinnffoo@@hheeaarrttaannddssoouullssiinnggeerrss..ccoomm..aauu  

  

 
 

http://www.heartandsoulsingers.com.a/

