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WALT WHITMAN
1819-1892

alt Whitman revolutionized American poetry. Responding to Emerson's call

in “The Poet” (1842) for an American bard who would address all “the facts
of the animal economy, sex, nutriment, gestation, birth,” he put the living, breath-
ing, sexual body at the center of much of his poetry, challenging conventions of the
day. Responding to Emerson’s call for a “metre-making argument,” he rejected tra-
ditions of poetic scansion and elevated diction, improvising the form that has
come Lo be known as free verse, while adopting a wide-ranging vocabulary opening
new possibilities for poetic expression. A poet of democracy, Whitman celebrated
the mystical, divine potential of the individual; a poet of the urban, he wrote about
the sights, sounds, and energy of the modern metropolis. In his 1855 preface to
Leaves of Grass, he declared that “the proof of a poet is that his country absorbs him
as affectionately as he has absorbed it.” On the evidence of his enormous influence
on later poets—Hart Crane, Langston Hughes, Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg,
Cherrie Moraga, Adrienne Rich, and countless others, including Spain’s Federico
Garefa Lorea and Chile's Pablo Neruda—Whitman not only was affectionately
absorbed by his own country but remains a persistent presence in poetry through-
out the world.

Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, in West Hills, Long Island (New York), the
second of eight surviving children of the Quakers Louisa Van Velsor and Walter
Whitman. In 1823, Whitman’s father, a farmer turned carpenter, sought to take
advantage of a building boom by moving the family to Brooklyn—then a town at
the western and most urbanized part of Long Island, Whitman left school when he
was eleven, and was soon employed in the printing office of a newspaper; when his
family moved east on Long Island in 1833, he remained in Brooklyn on his own. He
began contributing pieces to newspapers in his midteens and spent five years teach-
ing at country and small-town schools on Long Island, interrupting his teaching to
start a newspaper of his own in 1838 and to work briefly on another Long Island
paper. By early 1840 he had started the series “Sun-Down Papers from the Desk of
a School-Master” for the Jamaica, New York, Democrat and was writing poems and
fiction, One of his stories prophetically culminated with the dream of writing “a won-
derful and ponderous book.”

Just before he turned twenty-one Whitman stopped teaching, moved to Manhattan,
began work at the literary weekly New World, and soon became editor of a Manhattan
daily, the Aurom. He also began a political career by speaking at Democratic rallies
and writing for the Democratic Review, the foremost magazine of the Democratic
Party. He exulted in the extremes of the city, where street-gang viclence was coun-
tered by the lectures of Emerson and where even a young editor could get to know
the poet William Cullen Bryant, editor of the Evening Post. Fired from the Aurora,
which publicly charged him with laziness, he wrote a temperance novel, Franklin
Evaits, or the Inebriate, for a one-issue extra of the New World late in 1842, After
three years of various literary and political jobs, he returned to Brooklyn in 1845,
becoming a special contributor to the Long Island Star, assigned to Manhattan
events, included theatrical and musical performances. All through the 1840s he
attended operas on his journalist's passes, and he would later say that without the
"smotions, raptures, uplifts” of opera he could never have written Leaves of Grass.
Just before he was twenty-seven he took over the editorship of the Brooklyn Eagle,
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Leaves of Grass. Frontispiece and title page of the first edition.

With the outhreak of the Civil War, Whitman began to visit the wounded and
eventually offered his services as a nurse. He started at New-York Hospital; but in
early 1863, after visiting with his wounded brother George in an army camp in
Virginia, he moved toe Washington, D.C., and began to work at the huge open-air
military hospitals there. Nursing gave Whitman a profound sense of vocation. As he
wrote a friend in 1863: "I am very happy . . . | was never so beloved. 1 am running
over with health, fat, red & sunburnt in face. [ tell thee | am just the one to go to
our sick boys.” But ministering to tens of thousands of maimed and dying young
men took its toll. He succinctly voiced his anguish in a notebook entry of 1864: “the
dead, the dead, the dead, aur dead.” During this time he worked on a series of poems
that conveyed his evolving view of the war from heroic celebration to despair at the
horrifying carnage. He later wrote a chapter in his prose work Specimen Days (1882)
titled “The Real War Will Mever Get in the Books™ but incorporating the “real war”
into a book of poetry became one of the dominant impulses of the Drum-Taps col-
lection, which he published in 1865. After Lincoln's assassination, Whitman reis-
sued the volume with a sequel including “O Captain! My Captain!” and “When
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd,” his famous elegy for the murdered president.

As he prepared Driom-Taps and Sequel for publication in late 1865, Whitman was
also revising Leaves of Grass at his desk in the Department of the Interior, where he
had obtained a position as clerk. The new secretary of the interior, James Harlan,
read the annotated copy and fired Whitman for writing an cbscene book, objecting
to Whitman's frankness about bedily functions and heterosexual love. Whitman's
friend, the poet William O'Conneor, found him another clerical position in the attor-
ney general’s office; and in his rage at the firing O'Connor wrote The Good Gray
Poet {1866), identifying Whitman with Jesus and Harlan with the forces of evil.
Whitman continued to rework Leaves of Grass, incorporating Drum-Taps inte it in
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4 | BEGINNINGS TO 1820

all the natives of those Countries can use and culturate.” The continent's
native inhabitants, he enthused, would “sell you a whole Countrey” in exchange
“for a copper kettle and a few toyes, as beads and hatchets.” In his text, Smith
did not consider that these “sales” might have been based on different con-
cepts of property, nor did he dwell on the deadly epidemics that decimated
Native societies following the arrival of Europeans. He based his arguments
for colonization on the precedents available in sacred and secular history.
Adam and Eve established a plantation, Smith argued, as did Noah and his
family after the flood, and so on through “the Hebrewes, Lacedemonians, the
Goths, Grecians, Romans, and the rest.” Moreover Portugal and Spain had a
one-liundred-and-forty-year lead on England in terms of colony formation,
and they were wresting great wealth from the people of the Americas, who
onice had possessed the natural resources. It would be “neglect of our duty and
religion” as well as "want of charity to those poore Salvages” to fail to challenge
these Romari Catholic countries for control of the hemisphere, Smith con-
cluded. The difficulty today of seeing European settlement as an expression of
“charity” to the "Salvages" means that the “great question” raised by the "good
religious devout men" opposed to colonization remains fresh and vital.

In 1805, the Seneca orator Sagoyewatha, or Red Jacket, offered a Native
perspective on colonization in an address to the missionary Jacob Cram that
can serve as a rebuttal of Smith. “There wis a time when our forefathers
owned this great island,” Sagoyewatha told Cram, “Their seats extended from
the rising to the setting sun. The Great Spirit had made it for the use of
Indians.” When "your forefathers” arrived, he continued, "they found friends
and not enemies. They told us they had fled from their own country for fear
of wicked men, and had come here to enjoy their religion. They asked us for
a small seat, We took pity on them, granted their request; and they sat down
amongst us." Sagoyewatha went on to describe the devastating impact on
Native Americans of the strong alcohol introduced by Europeans and to
relate how the once small colonial populations had grown and spilled over
onto lands that the Natives had not meant to relinquish. He also challenged
Cram on the relevance of Christianity to Native communities, which, he
stressed, had their own religious traditions. In addition, Christianity hardly
seemed a unifying force for good. “If there is but one religion,” Sagoyewatha
asked, “why do you white people diffet so miich about it? Why [are you] not
all agreed, as you can all read the baok [that is, the Bible]?"

In his 1782 book Letters from an American Farmer, the French-born writer
J. Hector St. John de Crévecceur posed another resonant question of identity:
“What is an American?" Créveceeur offered his most explicit answer to this
question in Letter I1l, where he described “the American” as a "new man, who
acts upon new principles; he must therefore ehtertain new ideas, and form
new opinfons.” The American people were “a mixture of English, Scoteh,
Irish, French, Dutch, Germans and Swedes,” he wrote, emphasizing that they
farmed their own land and peacefully practiced various faiths, including
Roman Catholicisth, Quakerism, and several forms of Protestantism.
Crévecceur's description captured important aspects of late colonial soci-

ety. In its early years, the American colonies were shaped by competing
empires; the large ones—New Spain, New France, and the English colonies,
including Virginia and New England—and more modest efforts, such as
New Netherland and New Sweden, In the eighteenth century, even as Britain






