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Dear Mr. Kilmer 
Chapter 2 Synopsis – US declares war on Germany 

 was April, and with it came news that the United States had declared 
war on Germany. The two boys however, were happy because it was 
also Spring, and the journey to school need not be through knee-deep 

levels of snow anymore. Sometimes, Pa would even drive them to school. 

Gus, a mediocre student, was more into sports and socialising than 
academics. Richard however, enjoyed excellent grades throughout school, 
but was not into sports nor socialising with people. His favourite classes 
were English and history. 

One morning towards the end of April, Mrs Hansen, Richard’s English 
teacher, read a poem to the class. 

I think that I shall never see 
A poem lovely as a tree. 

A tree whose hungry mouth is prest 
Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast; 

A tree that looks at God all day, 
And lifts her leafy arms to pray; 

A tree that may in Summer wear 
A nest of robins in her hair; 

Upon whose bosom snow has lain; 
Who intimately lives with rain. 

Poems are made by fools like me, 
But only God can make a tree. 

Richard was mesmerised of the poetry. But not the other classmates. Abner 
Lewis, a troubled kid from class, claimed his dad said that poetry is for 
sissies. Mrs Hansen, in a serious tone, then said that the poet, Mr. Joyce 
Kilmer, has volunteered to be part of the army and rebutted Abner that 
sissies do not go fighting for his motherland. The English teacher also gave 
several other examples of famous poets being part of the war. She also added 
that many poets have also been bigger troublemakers than Abner, and that 
Christopher Marlowe got himself killed over a bill. Interested in more 
examples, Abner asks for more, but got shut down by the teacher, she said: 
“If I do, you might decide to be a poet. And we don’t want your father to 
think you’re a sissy, do we?” After class, Richard spoke to teacher about the 
poem, she said she could happily lend him the book. But when teacher left 
to talk to another student, Richard recorded the address of The New York 
Times’ editor’s office into his notebook. 

Richard was about to leave school at the end of the day when he saw Hannah 
Schermer, a pretty, blue-eyed girl with blonde hair in the hallway. He 
noticed tears were running down her face. Hannah did not want to talk about 
it, hid her book, and walked away. However, Richard did manage to have a 
glimpse of what she was trying to hide, it was a book vandalised with words 
like ‘Dirty Hun.’ 

Outside school, Richard caught up with few other classmates. Blanche 
Freebold, a girl whose parents owned a grocery store, and the two troubled 
kids; Abner Lewis and his friend, Harry Carver. Richard revealed that 
someone did something nasty on Hannah’s book cover, but the response he 
got for unravelling. They actually justified that it was nothing wrong with 
the words ‘Dirty Hun’ because Hannah was indeed German, Richard left 
and headed home. 

At home, Richard did his chores and farm work quickly, he went to his 
room, which he had to himself at that time, and read the book the teacher 
lent him. He found Kilmer’s poems to be simple and that it seemed to speak 
directly to Richard. He took out a pencil and a piece of paper and began to 
write… 

It
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Dear Mr. Kilmer, 

            My name is Richard Knight, and I’m in the tenth grade. I live on a 
farm near Turtle Lake, Iowa. This morning, my English teacher read your 
poem “Trees” to us. I thought it was very fine. I borrowed your book from 
my teacher, and I’ve been reading your poems this afternoon. I like them 
all. I can tell that you are the kind of man who cares about all living 
things. I wish I could meet you. 

            I also want to say that I think it is very brave of you to enlist in the 
Army. I admire you for being willing to fight for your country. I will pray 
for your safety.  

  

Richard folded up the letter, and got it prepped for posting. He would drop 
it off at the post office before school the next day as he did not want 
anyone to know he wrote that letter. Richard also wondered if he would 
get a reply from Kilmer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


