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      The year was 1685. In a small German town called Eisenach, a baby boy was born on March 21st. His parents named him Johann Sebastian Bach.

      Eisenach wasn’t a big city. It wasn’t fancy or famous. About six thousand people lived there, which might sound like a lot, but it was actually pretty small for a town back then. Most people knew their neighbors. They saw the same faces at church on Sunday and at the market during the week.

      The town sat in a valley surrounded by thick, dark forests. The Thuringian Forest, people called it. Wolves still lived in those woods. Hunters went out searching for deer and wild boar. Children were warned not to wander too far from home.

      Above the town, perched on a steep hill, stood the Wartburg Castle. It had thick stone walls and towers that seemed to touch the clouds. The castle had been there for hundreds of years, watching over Eisenach like a silent guardian. Important people had lived there. A famous monk named Martin Luther had even hidden inside its walls long ago, translating the Bible into German so ordinary people could read it.

      Johann Sebastian would have seen that castle every single day of his childhood. He couldn’t miss it. No matter where you stood in Eisenach, you could look up and there it was.

      The streets of Eisenach were narrow and made of cobblestones. Horses pulled carts over those bumpy stones, and the noise of their hooves and wheels filled the air. There were no cars, of course. No electricity. No phones or computers or television. When the sun went down, the town got dark. People lit candles and oil lamps to see.

      Houses were crowded close together. Most were made of wood and plaster, with steep roofs to let the snow slide off in winter. And winter came hard to Eisenach. The cold wind blew down from the mountains, and families huddled around their fireplaces to stay warm.

      The Bach family lived in a house on a street near the center of town. It wasn’t a grand house, but it was comfortable enough. The rooms were small by modern standards. Several children shared bedrooms. Privacy was a luxury that most families simply didn’t have.

      Life followed a rhythm in Eisenach. Church bells rang out the hours. They called people to morning prayers and evening services. They announced weddings and funerals. They warned of fires and celebrated holidays. Those bells were the heartbeat of the town.

      Religion mattered deeply to the people of Eisenach. Almost everyone was Lutheran, following the Protestant faith that Martin Luther had started. Church wasn’t optional. Families attended services multiple times a week. Children learned their prayers and hymns as soon as they could talk. The Bible wasn’t just a book—it was the guide for how to live.

      Market day brought the town to life. Farmers came in from the countryside with vegetables, eggs, chickens, and pigs. Craftsmen sold shoes, tools, cloth, and pottery. Women haggled over prices. Children ran between the stalls, sometimes helping their parents, sometimes just getting in the way.

      The smells of Eisenach were different from what we know today. Wood smoke hung in the air from all those fireplaces. Animals lived close to people—chickens in backyards, pigs in pens, horses everywhere. Chamber pots were emptied into the streets each morning. It wasn’t pleasant, but nobody thought much about it. That was just how life worked.

      People dressed differently too. Men wore long coats, knee-length pants called breeches, and stockings. Women wore long dresses with aprons and caps covering their hair. Children dressed like miniature adults. There were no jeans, no sneakers, no t-shirts with funny sayings.

      Getting news from the outside world was slow. There were no newspapers in small towns like Eisenach. When something important happened—a war, a royal wedding, a plague in a distant city—word traveled by messenger on horseback or by travelers passing through. Sometimes news took weeks or even months to arrive. The world beyond the Thuringian Forest must have seemed very far away.

      But even in this small, quiet town, music was everywhere.

      Eisenach had a long tradition of caring about music. The town council hired musicians to play for official events. Churches needed organists and choir directors. When important visitors came to town, there had to be proper musical entertainment. When someone died, musicians played at the funeral. When couples married, musicians played at the wedding. When the town celebrated a festival, musicians provided the joy.

      This was the world Johann Sebastian Bach was born into. Not a world of concert halls and recording studios. Not a world where you could pull out your phone and listen to any song you wanted. Music in 1685 was something you made yourself or heard in person. If you wanted music in your home, someone in your family had to play it.

      The Bach family had been making music in this region of Germany for generations. Great-great-grandfathers had been musicians. Great-grandfathers had been musicians. Grandfathers, uncles, cousins—musicians, all of them. The family tree was like a map of German church music.

      Johann Sebastian’s father was named Johann Ambrosius Bach. He worked as the director of town music in Eisenach, which was an important job. He organized all the musicians in town. He made sure there was music for church services, for town council meetings, for visits from nobility. He played the violin beautifully and could play other instruments too.

      Johann Ambrosius took his work seriously. Music wasn’t just entertainment to him. It was a craft that required discipline and practice. It was a way of serving God and serving the community. It was the family trade, passed down through the generations like a blacksmith passes down metalworking or a baker passes down bread recipes.

      The house on that Eisenach street was full of sounds. Scales being practiced on violins. Melodies picked out on keyboards. Voices warming up for choir rehearsal. The scratch of pen on paper as someone copied out music by hand. There were no photocopiers back then. If you wanted a copy of a piece of music, you sat down and wrote out every single note yourself.

      Instruments hung on walls and sat in corners. Violins and violas in their cases. A clavichord, which was a kind of early keyboard instrument with a soft, delicate sound. Perhaps a harpsichord, with its plucking strings and bright tone. Music stands waited to hold sheets of paper covered in careful handwriting.

      Johann Sebastian took his first breaths in this house, surrounded by all of this. The sounds of practice would have been among the first things he heard. Lullabies sung by his mother. Hymns hummed by his father. The squeak of a bow on strings as an older sibling struggled through a difficult passage.

      Two days after he was born, Johann Sebastian was baptized at St. George’s Church in Eisenach.

      Johann Sebastian’s godfather was a man named Sebastian Nagel, a musician from a nearby town. His other godfather was Johann Georg Koch, who worked for the forestry service. This is where Johann Sebastian got his two first names—Johann from the family tradition (so many Bachs were named Johann) and Sebastian from his godfather.

      The day of the baptism was cold. March in Eisenach still feels like winter. The baby would have been wrapped tightly in blankets and carried through the chilly streets to the church. The stone interior of St. George’s wasn’t much warmer than outside. There was no central heating. Just cold stone and high ceilings and the smell of candle wax.

      The minister spoke the ancient words of the baptism ceremony. Water was sprinkled on the baby’s head. Johann Sebastian probably cried—most babies do when cold water touches them. And then it was done. He was officially a member of the church, a Christian, a child of God.

      Nobody standing in that church could have known what this particular baby would become. He was just another Bach, another musician’s son in a family full of musicians’ sons. There was nothing obviously special about him yet.

      But something was different about this child. Something that would only become clear as he grew older. A hunger for music that went beyond what even his musical family expected. A mind that could hold complex patterns and weave them together in ways no one had done before. A stubbornness and determination that would drive him forward through every obstacle.

      All of that was still in the future. For now, in March of 1685, Johann Sebastian Bach was simply a newborn baby in a small German town, surrounded by a family that made its living through music.

      The forests rose dark and thick on the hills around Eisenach. The castle watched from above. The church bells marked the passing hours. And in a house filled with the sounds of violins and keyboards, a baby slept, completely unaware of the music that would pour out of him in the years to come.

      Eisenach would not be his home for long. Tragedy was coming for the Bach family, the kind of tragedy that struck many families in those difficult times. But that was still years away. For now, the town was simply home. The first place. The beginning of everything.

      The cobblestone streets Johann Sebastian would learn to walk on. The church where he would learn to sing. The market square where he would run errands for his mother. The sound of his father’s violin drifting through the house in the evening. The sight of that castle on the hill, ancient and unchanging.

      This was the world that made Johann Sebastian Bach. Not just the music, though the music mattered most of all. But also the cold winters and the thick forests. The strict religious education and the tight-knit community. The rhythm of small-town life in seventeenth-century Germany.

      He was born into a time and place that no longer exists. We can read about it and try to picture it, but we can never really know what it felt like to live there. The smells, the sounds, the feeling of cobblestones under your feet. The taste of bread baked in a wood-fired oven. The fear of wolves in the forest and plague in the cities.

      THE FAMILY BUSINESS WAS MUSIC

      For nearly two hundred years before Johann Sebastian was born, the Bach family had been producing musicians. Generation after generation after generation. Fathers taught sons who grew up and taught their own sons. It wasn’t just a few relatives here and there. It was dozens and dozens of Bachs, scattered across central Germany, all of them playing instruments or singing or composing or directing church choirs.

      The family could trace their musical roots back to a man named Veit Bach, who lived in the late 1500s. Veit was a baker by trade, but he loved music. He played the cittern, which was a stringed instrument a bit like a guitar. According to family legend, he would play his cittern while the flour mill ground his grain. The rhythm of the mill and the melody of his instrument mixed together.

      Veit had sons. Those sons learned to play music. They had sons of their own. Those sons learned too. And on and on it went, spreading outward like branches on a tree.

      By the time Johann Sebastian was born, the Bach family had become famous throughout the region of Thuringia. Not famous like a pop star today—nobody was asking for their autographs. But if you needed a musician for your church or your town or your noble court, you knew you could trust a Bach. The name meant quality.

      Here’s something strange and wonderful: in some parts of Germany, the word “Bach” actually became slang for “musician.” If someone called you a Bach, they meant you played music for a living. The family name had
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