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PREFACE 

In writing this thesis, "Geography in Walt Whitman's 

Leaves .2.l_ Grass," I have been constantly guided by professors 

who have helped me in organising my materials into final 

form. I owe my gratitude to Dean Autrey Nell Wiley and to 

several professors in the Department of English who have 

given me advice, guidance, encouragement, and constructive 

criticism from time to time. I wish to express my apprecia

tion to Dr. Gladys Maddocks and to Dr. J. Dean Bishop, who 

helped me especially with Chapter IV, for conferences that 

I have had with them and for their reading of my thesis. 

Other professors, with whom I have had courses and to whom 

I express appreciation, are Dr. Eleanor James, Dr. Doris 

Jean Nichols, Dr. Margie Hankinson, and Mrs. Lavon B. 

Fulwiler. 

Other types of assistance which I have received, I 

wish to acknowledge as coming from the women of the Northway 

Christian Church in Dallas, who made it financially possible 

for me to come to the Texas Woman's University for graduate 

work in English; from Dr. Nina Fay Calhoun, who is my sponsor 

while I am in the United States; from Mrs. Herndon Wagers, 

my friend for thirteen years; from Miss Robert Clay, an 
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alumna of the Texas Woman's University and a writer, who 

gave me her financial assistance through the TWU Foundation; 

from Dean Autrey Nell Wiley, who appointed me as a teaching 

fellow for the second semester of 1967-1968; from Mrs. 

Alleen Wright Bounds, the secretary of the English Depart

ment, who is always courteous, helpful and gracious; and 

from Miss Nellie Cleveland, who lent me her copy of Specimen 

~· Miss Cleveland's copy of Specimen~ was given to 

her by the late Cora Stafford, whose grandfather owned the 

farm on Timb e r Creek, where Whitman spent some of his 

declining days recuperating by sunning, bathing, and taking 

mud-baths. 

I owe a great debt to my husband Peter and my chil

dren for their unlimited patie n ce and for their permission 

to leave Damoh, M. P., India, to come to the Texas Wom an's 

University in Denton, Texas, for my third master's degree. 

I came to TWU with a master's degree in political science 

from Sagar University, M. P., India, and a master's degree 

in educat ion from Texas Christian University, Fort Worth, 

Texas. 

I have concentrated upon Whitman's Leaves Qf Grass 

and Specimen ~' but I have studied for background numer

ous geographical books and maps as my bibliography shows. 

To gain first-hand knowledge and experie n ce, to see the 

mountains, rivers, trees, prairies, and bodies of waters 
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referred to by Whitman, and to ·discover the beauty of the 

United States of America in its natural resources, I was 

able to travel by bus in July and August, 1968; and many 

friends gave their precious time to direct and guide me in 

my tour. I am obliged to them. 

Dilasi Vance Solomon 

22 February 1969 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

My reason for choosing to write my ' thesis on 

"Geography in Leaves of Grass" is twofold. First, because, 

while studying in the United States, I wanted to learn mor e 

and more about America through reading as well as travelling, 

I chose to study the first American poet to be recognised 

abroad, Walt Whitman, whose greatest poetic work is essen

tially American and is, therefore, invaluable to a foreign 

student seeking to know the United States. Second, becaus e 

I have had from high school onward an interest in geography 

and because I have been a teacher of g e ography, I chose to 

pursue my geographical interest by studying Whitman's us e 

of geography in Leaves of Grass. In my thesis, I have 

pursued, therefore, two of my interests, the on e literary 

and the other geographical. 

My two interests are part of my career as a student 

as well as a teacher in India. I studied world geography 

along with elementary history in high school, and I also 

studied English. In my teaching, I have been a teacher of 

both English and geography, the latter of necessity, as I 

shall show. Although I did not study geography beyond high 
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school, my interest in the s ubject continued; and in 1942, 

when World War II was in progress, causing great concern in 

all civilised nations all over the world, I was asked to 

teach geography. In 1959, when I went to teach in the newly 

established Mission High School in Damoh, M. P., India, I 

was asked to teach geography in the ninth grade. Realising 

that my knowledge of geography was limited, I started study

ing the subject at night so that I would be familiar with 

the subject matter that I had to teach. Because the n e wly 

established high school did not have money in th e budg e t to 

hire a teacher with specialised knowledge in geography, I 

was ask e d to continue to teach geography in the tenth grad e 

a 1 so. I accepted the assignment without complaint, becaus e 

I was eager to study th e subject and because I did not mind 

giving extra tim e to studying the subject for my own satis

faction. 

I am a teacher of English in the tenth and el e ve nth 

grades in the Mission Higher Secondary School, Damoh, M. P., 

India, where the English curriculum is limited to grammar, 

fifteen short poems, and fifteen lessons in pros e . Emphasis 

is upon English lit e rature. In 195 2 , when I studied English 

in India in my undergraduat e work by correspondence, Am e ric a n 

lit e rature was not included in the prescribed English program. 

I read from hardly any American writ e rs whil e I was in India. 

In the fall semester of 1967, therefore, when I regist e re d 

for a course in Am e rican literature at the Texas Woman's 



University, I had practically no background. I was embar-

rassed in the beginning, as I sat in the class, not knowing 

the subject at all. However, to be able to follow the 

lectures, I was determined to study and read all possible 

available materials. 

3 

When by June, 1968, I was narrowing my study to a 

single author and his major work, I concentrated upon Walt 

Whitman's Leaves Qf Grass for my thesis. Whitman showed 

great interest in topography and in geography, the geography 

of not only the United States but of the world. His use of 

nature, landscape, oceans, seas, flowing waters, prairies, 

plains, trees, and mountains impressed me. In Whitman I 

found my two interests, my interest in geography and my 

interest in literature. In his poetry I found not only the 

geography of America but also the geography of the glob e. 

I liked his cosmic conception, his vision of uniting the 

people of the East with the people of the West by means of 

technology, understanding, and love. His "Passage to India" 

appealed to me especially because I felt that in me the 

vision of Whitman was being fulfilled: my visit to this 

country was helping me understand the cultural, social, 

political, religious, and educational background of the 

American people. I have many friends i n this country for 

whom I have great admiration and regard. In spite of my 

different culture and social background, I have found 

Whitman's feeling of oneness and unity in my association with them. 
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I have read extensively in books on geography, and I 

have studied maps. I have also read biographies of Whitman 

in order to learn about his childhood, his education, his 

interest, and his philosophy. Professor Floyd Stovall said 

that Whitman's "knowledge of geography was extraordinary."! 

He further stated that Whitman "studied geographies and 

atlases assiduously, as he was an eager questioner of 

travellers from strange lands." 2 Professor Gay Wilson Allen 

also stated that Whitman's nationalism was not limit e d to 

the United States alone and that Whitman demonstrated his 

cosmic or universal concern by incarnating the geography, 

3 
rivers, and mountains of the world. In "Starting from 

Paumanok," I found Whitman celebrating and acknowledging 

contemporary lands: 

I will acknowledge contemporary lands, 
I will trail the whole geography of the glob e and 

salute courteously every city large and small. 
(p. 42)4 

!American Idealism (Norman, Oklahoma: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1943), p. 81. 

2 Ibid. 

3walt Whitman Handbook (Chicago: Packard and 
Company, 1946), p. 97. 

4All quotations from Whitman's poems are from the 
ninth edition of Leaves of Grass published in 1892 and 
published with an introd;ction by Gay Wilson Allen as a 
Signet Classic by the New Am e rican Library, Inc., of New 
York, in 1955. My copy is dated 1958. Since the lines of 
the poems are not numbered, I cite pages for quotations. 



In "Song of the Exposition," I also found expressed his 

interest in the wide geographies of the world: 

Thou, also thou, a World, 
With all thy wide geographies, manifold, different, 

distant, 
Rounded by thee in one--one common orbic language, 
One common indivisible destiny for All. 

(p. 178) 

Further, Whitman stated his interest in the continents of 

the world in "Years of the Modern": 

His daring foot is on land and sea everywhere, he 
colonizes the Pacific, the archipelagoes, 

With the steamship, the electric telegraph, the 
newspaper, the wholesale engines of war, 

With these and the world-spreading factories h e 
interlinks all geography, all lands. 

(p. 373) 
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The foregoing references indicate Whitman's great inter est in 

the geography of the world. His vast knowledge of ancient 

history, his interest in the civilisation of the Ori e nt, his 

familiarity with the expeditions of the explorers and voy-

ag e rs, his keen interest in the modern world, and his awar e-

ness of America's vast natural resources enabled him to 

write his poems effectively and beautifully and enabled him 

to include in his poems a vast geography. 

As a citizen of India I was thrilled to read his 

poem "Passage to India," in which he ranged the geography 

of the East and the West and wrote thus of the western part 

of the United States, which he had not seen: 



I see over my own continent the Pacific railroad 
surmounting every barrier, 

I see continual trains of cars winding along the 
Platte carrying freight and passengers, 

I hear the locomotives rushing and roaring, and 
the shrill steam-whistle, 

I hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest 
scenery in the world, 

I cross the Laramie plains, I note the rocks in 
grotesque shapes, the buttes, 

I see the plentiful larkspur and wild onions, the 
barren, colorless, sage-deserts, 

I see in glimpses afar or towering immediately above 
me the great mountains, I see the Wind river 
and the Wahsatch mountains, 

I see the Monum e nt mountain and the Eagle's Nest, I 
pass the Promontory, I ascend the Nevadas, 

I scan the Noble Elk mountain and wind around its 
base, 

I see the Humboldt range, I thread the valley and 
cross the river, 

I see the clear waters of lake Tahoe, I see for e sts 
of majestic pines, 

Or crossing the great desert, the alkaline plains, 
I behold enchanting mirages of waters and 
meadows, 

Marking through these and after all, in duplicate 
slender lines, 

Bridging the three or four thousand miles of land 
travel, 

Tying the Eastern to the Western sea, 
The road betwe e n Europe and Asia. 

(pp. 321-323) 

It was these lin e s, depicting an imaginary journey by 

Whitman in his own country, which impressed me most. 

Whitman could imagine what he had not known through experi-

ence. He might have read about these places or might hav e 

heard about them from travellers and from soldiers. 

Whitman's vivid description so aroused my curiosity 

that I longed to see the western part of the United Stat e s. 

I began to make plans to travel westward, and I began 
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studying the map of the United States. My dream became a 

reality in July of 1968, when Dean Wiley encouraged me to 

travel to the West. With her goodwill and sincere wishes 

for a successful journey, I proceeded on my long trip, and 

I was able to see most of the places, the mountains, the 

rivers, the trees, the prairie states, and the western 

landscape of America which Whitman imagined one would see 

from trains spanning the west. 

but by bus. 

I travelled not by train, 

I kept a diary, as Dean Wiley advised me to do, and 
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related what I saw to what I was reading in Whitman's Leaves 

of Grass. I saw soaring stone formations carved by winds 

and sands into immense natural cathedrals and mysterious 

temples, great mountain ranges, tall majestic redwood trees, 

deserted gold mining towns, the cathedral rocks called the 

Garden of the Gods, and the petrified forest. 

I also saw what Whitman actually saw in the prairie 

states when he travelled from west Philadelphia to Denver, 

Colorado, penetrating the Rocky mountain region, from 

September to December 1879: prairies, the unending stretch 

of flat land which Whitman mentioned in some of his poems. 

I was greatly impressed by the vast stretch of green fields 

and farms with corn, beans, and scattered apple orchards. 

I rem e mbered the vision of Whitman that these prairie lands 

would someday grow enough crops and grains to supply food 

to the hungry people of the world. I recalled that these 
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fields supplied corn, wheat, rice, and dairy products to 

the famine-stricken states in India several times. I was 

in St. Louis, for a few hours, a place where Whitman spent 

almost three months, and in Louisville, Cincinnati, Chicago, 

Columbus, Indianapolis, and several other cities that 

Whitman named. I was in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Michigan, 

and Kentucky, where Whitman also travelled either by boat 

or by train, and I saw some of the important rivers and 

lakes that Whitman celebrated: the Mississippi, the Missouri, 

and the Ohio rivers, and lakes Superior, Erie, Michigan, 

Ontario, and Huron. 

Thus I entered into som e aspects of geography which 

impressed me as I read Leaves Qf Grass. I was astonished 

to see how vast and comprehensive Whitman's knowledge of 

geography was. I counted seventy poems in Leaves of Grass 

which cannot be comprehended without the study of geography. 

Defined as a study or a science or a branch of knowledge, 

geography deals with man's environment and his relation to 

i t • P r o f e s s o r C 1 y d e F . K o h n 1 h a s i n c 1 u d e d i n h i s d e f i n i t i o n of 

physical geography: oceans and continents, landforms, soil, 

rocks and minerals, surface and underground waters, natural 

p 1 ant 1 if e> and native anima 1 1 if e . He has described also 

such other phenomena as social, economic, and political 

1 "Geography," The~ for basic education, ed. 
James D. Koerner (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1959), 
pp. 62-76. 
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conditions in relation to man. For my thesis, however, I 

am considering physical elements. 

The importance of geography has long been recognized. 

Geography was regarded as a science in ancient times as far 

back as 1500 B. C. in Egypt and 520 B. C. in Greece. In 

the Renaissance it was studied in the books of the ancient 

Greeks and related to exploration. Among many, it was an 

unscientific study of maps and charts and the location of 

land and water. As early as 1794 an American, Jedediah 

Morse, had published his American Geography with twenty~five 

maps. By 1800, geography was concerned with the earth and 

its inhabitants and was recognised as a separate course of 

study for elementary and secondary schools. In 1826 a Miss 

Willard published a textbook with maps, which she regarded 

as a language in geography. 

Between 1826 and 1855, when Whitman was preparing 

himself to write his great book Leaves of Grass the scope -- ~ 

of geography in the schools was limited to a textbook with 

maps. The late Louise Pound said, in her Introduction to 

Walt Whitman's Specimen~' that Whitman felt "the magic 

of America's vast natural background." 1 She stated that 

Whitman endeavored "to bring the whole world, the whole 

geography of the globe, and the great stream of human life 

1walt Whitman's Specimen~' ed. Louise Pound 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Doran & Company, Inc., 
1935), p. xxvi. 



into his poetry." 1 She added that Whitman ran .. rapidly 

over geographic features, regions, occupations, trades, 

tools, passing scenes."2 

Whitman knew geography. His knowledge of his 

environment enabled him to understand the potentiality of 

the land he was born in. He knew the natural resources, 
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the waters, the soil, and the vegetation and animal life of 

his country. Professor Clyde F. Kohn writes in "Geography" 

that the "location of a place with reference to something 

else"3 is very important to one's understanding of geog-

raphy. Whitman knew the location of the United States in 

terms of latitude and longitude and in terms of the location 

of other continents. To gain the cosmic sense, he had to 

study systematically and he had to discipline his mind and 

body by faithful exercise, such as he outlined in the fol-

lowing note, which has been found in his papers: 

First of all prepare for study by the fol
lowing self teaching exercises. Abstract yourself 
from this book; realize where you are at present 
located, the point you stand that is now to you the 
centre of all. Look up overhead, think of space 
stretching out, think of all the unnumbered orbs 
wheeling safely there, invisible to us by day, some 
visible at night • . Spend some minutes faithfully 
in this exercise. Then again realize yourself upon 
the earth at the particular point you now occupy. 
Which way stretches the north, and what countries, 

l .. P. XXVll. 

for basic education, p. 73. 



seas, etc.? Which way the south? Which way the 
east? Which way the west? Seize th e se firmly in 
your mind, pass freely over immense di stances. 
Turn your face a moment thither. Fix definitely 
the direction and the idea of the distances of 
separate sections of your own country, also of 
England, the Mediterranean Sea, Cape Horn, the 
North Pole, and such like distinct places. 

(Notes and Fragments, p. 79)1 

ll 

Whitman realised that his country was due to prosper 

with the help of science and technology. He knew the 

widening scope and purpose of geography which he well 

demonstrated in his literary works. He mentioned not only 

physical elements in his poems but such abstract elements 

as the location, the size, the shape of the earth. He also 

included social phenomena--population, migration, religions, 

languages--and cultural phenomena. He described economic 

phenomena--farms, factories, transportation, the movement 

of goods and people. He was interested in the historical 

growth of the ancient countries as well as the political 

developm e nt of other countries. Of all these aspects 

I have chosen to study only physical geography and the 

landscape found in Leaves of Grass with some note of 

Specimen ~· 

According to the definition given in Webster's New 

International Dictionary, landscape is a picture representing 

1Roger Asselineau, "Whitman's Fundamental Aesthetics u 

tr. from the French by Roger Asselin e au, Walt Whitman ' 
Abroad, ed. Gay Wilson Allen (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 1955), pp. 97-98. Dean Wiley was very considerate in 
calling my attention to this passage and lending me her 
personal copy presented to her by Gay Wilson Allen. 
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inland natural scenery, such as fields, hills, forests, 

water, etc. To Whitman, a landscape was a painting, as he 

said in "A Song for Occupations"': "Have you reckon'd that 

the landscape took substance and form that it might be 

painted in a picture" (p. 186). Whitman us e d th e word 

landscape in several of his poems for various purposes, 

but he used other words also, such as sc e nery and panorama, 

as he d id in "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd": 

"In th e large unconscious scenery of my land with its lakes 

and for e sts" (p. 268) and in "By That Long Scan of Wav e s": 

"Joys, travels, studies, silent panorama--scen e s e ph e me ral" 

(p. 390). 

In his sketching, Whitman may b e compar e d t o an 

artist. Although he did not use his paint and brush, h e 

used appropriate and appealing words to de pict, for e xam p l e , 

the lan d scape of th e fourth-month of th e area wh e r e h e 

lived: 

Pictures of growing spring and farms and homes, 
With the Fourth-month eve at sundown, and the gray 

sm o ke lucid and bright, 
With floods of the yellow gold of th e gorgeous, 

indolent, sinking sun, burning, expanding th e 
air, 

With th e fr e sh sw e et herbage under foot, and the 
pal e g re en leaves of the trees prolific, 

In the d istance the flowing glaz e , th e br e ast of 
th e river, with a wind-dapple he r e an d there, 

With ranging hills on the banks, with many a lin e 
against the sky, and shadows, 

And the city at hand with dw e lling so d e nse, and 
stacks of chimneys, 

And all the sc e n e s of lif e an d th e worksho p s, and 
th e workm e n home ward r e turning. 

("When Lilacs Last in th e Do oryar d 
Bloom'd," pp. 267- 268) 
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Thus he did verbal painting. His verbal description can be 

painted by an artist who follows the guidelines carefully. 

Whitman's amazing descriptive power can put his readers in 

the midst of the landscap e dr scene where the poet is also 

present. 

As a child fond of making e xcursions, strolling on 

land and crossing waters, Whitman stored pictures in his 

memory, innumerable impressions of his keen observation of 

nature. His description of his own environment is vivid: 

Choice aboriginal name, with marvellous b e auty, 
meaning, 

A rocky founded island--shores where ever gayly dash 
the coming, going, hurrying sea waves. 

( "Mannahatta," p. 384) 

He rem e mb e red the wooded, hilly, and healthful surroundings 

where he grew up. He recalled th e location of the house 

where his relatives from his mother's side live d: " 

hous e on a hill, with view of bay at hand, and distant cape, 

and stretch to open sea" ("Old Salt Kossabone," p. 394 ). 

He remembered the happy days he spent in the woods, ov er 

the hills, and on rivers when he said: "Ah, hills and 

slopes of Brooklyn! I perceive you are mor e valuable than 

your owners supposed" ("The Centenarian's Story," p. 246 ). 

He recalled looking over the hills, across th e lowlands, and 

into the skirts of the woods (Ibid., p. 243) . He recalled 

the hills of Vermont. He referre d to "th e ample hills" of 
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Brooklyn as "mine" ("Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,n p. 146). He 

a ddre ssed the landscape: 

To the Al legha nian hills and the tir e less 
Mississippi, 

To the rocks I calling sing, and al l the tr ees 
in the woods. 

("To the Leaven'd Soil They Trod," p. 264) 

While sauntering in the woods, Whitman was aware of the 

unusual effects of the landscape which impressed him, and 

he wrot e a vivid description of what he saw: 

The hillside whiten'd with bloss oms of the mountain 
ash, 

The sam e late in autumn, th e hu e s of r ed , yellow, 
drab, purple, one light and dark green, 

The rich coverlet of the grass, animals and bir ds, 
the private untrimm'd bank, the primitive 
apples, the pebble-stones, 

Beautiful dripping fragm e nts, the n e gligent list of 
one aft er another as I happen to call them to 
me or think of them. 

("Spontaneous Me,u p. 106) 

From his many hours, in the woods and hills, he rem e mber ed 

the landscape and its beauty, the sm e ll of the e arth, and 

the stillness of the woods: 

0 the gleesome saunter over fields and hillsides! 
The leaves and flowers of the commonest weeds, the 

moist fresh stillness of the woods, 
The exquisite sm e ll of th e earth at daybreak, and 

all through the forenoon. 
("A Song of Joys," p. 158 ) 

Obs er ving Whitman's gift for sketching in words, Louis e 

Pound said Whitman "achieves his impressions of amplitud e 



15 

and mass movement by sketching rapidly, often in one-line 

pi ctures--he is an incessant maker of pictures--and by 

e ndless cataloguing of various manifestations." 1 In "A 

Carol closing Sixty-Nine," he enumerated the th e mes he was 

e sp eci ally fond of: "0 f ye , 0 God, Life, Nature, Freedom, 

Poetry;/ Of you, my land--your rivers, prairie states--you , 

mottled flag I love" (p. 385). 

Extensive and impressive as his passages on land-

scape are, Whitman's range goes beyond descriptive sketch-

ing of scenery. For this reason, my study inclu des not 

only landscape but what Whitman called the geography of the 

glob e : the mountains, the prairies, the trees, and the 

waters of not only the American continent, but of the world. 

I shall study the promise that he made, for example in 

11 S t a r t i n g f rom P au man o k • " He s a i d , '' I w i ll t r a i l t h e w h o l e 

geography of the globe" (p. 42), and in section 14 of this 

poem he fulfilled part of his promise in a typical r e it-

erative 2 catalogue: 

Land of coal and iron! land of gold! land of cotton, 
sugar, rice! 

Land of wheat, beef, pork! land of wool and hemp! 
land of the apple and the grape! 

Land of the pastoral plains, the grass-fields of the 
world! land of those sweet-air'd interminable 
plateaus! 

1 Introduction, Specimen~' p. xxvii. 

2Autrey Nell Wiley, "Reiterative Devices in Leaves 
of Grass," American Literature, I (May 1929), 161-170. 



Land of the herd, the garden, the healthy house of 
adobie~ 

Lands where the north-west Columbia winds, and 
where the south-west Colorado winds~ 

Land of the eastern Chesapeake~ land of the 
Delaware! 

Land of Ontario, Erie, Huron, Michigan! 
Land of the Old Thirteen~ Massachusetts land! land 

of Vermont and Connecticut~ 
Land of the ocean shores! land of sierras and peaks! 
Land of boatmen and sailors~ fishermen's land! 
Inextricable lands~ the clutch'd together! the 

passionate ones~ 
The side by side~ the elder and younger broth e rs! 

the bony-limb'd! 
The great women's land! the feminine! the experienced 

sisters and the inexperienced sisters! 
Far breath'd land! Arctic braced! Mexican br ee z'd! 

the diverse! the compact! 
The Pennsylvanian! the Virginian! the double 

Carolinian! 
Of all and each well-loved by me! my intrepid 

nation's! 0 I at any rate include you all with 
perfect love! 

I can not be discharged from you! not from one any 
sooner than another! 

0 death! 0 for all that, I am yet of you unseen this 
hour with irrepressible love, 

Walking New England, a friend, a traveler, 
Splashing my bare feet in the edge of the summer 

ripples on Paumanok's sands, 
Crossing the prairies, dwelling again in Chicago, 

dwelling in every town, 
Observing shows, births, improvements, structur e s, 

arts, 
Listening to orators and oratresses in public halls. 
Of and through the States as during life, each man 

and woman my neighbor, 
The Louisianian, the Georgian, as near to me , and I 

as near to him and her, 
The Mississippian and Arkansian yet with me, and I 

yet with any of them, 
Yet upon the plains west of the spinal river, ye t in 

my house of adobie, 
Yet returning eastward, yet in the seaside state or 

in Maryland, 
Yet Kanadian cherrily braving the winter, the snow 

and the ice welcome to me , 
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Yet a true son either of Maine or of the Granite 
State, or the Narragansett Bay State, or the 
Empire State, 

Yet sailing to other shores to annex the same, yet 
we lcoming every new brother. 

(pp. 46-47) 
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CHAPTER II 

MOUNTAINS 

"I have found the law of my own poems,n Whitman said 

when he was traveling in the West by train and looking upon 

the mountains, "in this plenitude of material, entire absence 

of art, untrammel'd play of primitive Nature--the chasm, the 

gorg e , the crystal mountain stream • . the fantastic forms, 

bathed in transparent browns, faint reds and grays, towering 

sometimes a thousand, sometimes two or three thousand feet 

high" (Specim e n ~' p. 182). Thus Whitman responded to 

and observed nature. He said, "I am e namour'd of growing 

out-doors" ("Song of Myself," p. 58). He recalled happy 

hours spent in the mountains: 

Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt, 
Wandering amazed at my own lightness and glee, 
In the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass 

the night, 
Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill'd game. 

("Song of Myself," p. 55) 

Whitman's familiarity with the mountains in the 

landscape of his youth enabled him to imagine others that 

he had read of or heard about. He could ascend, scan, 

scale, and climb mountains in his imagination, not only 

18 
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those of his country, but the mountains of Switzerland, 

Norway, Jerusalem, and Madagascar. He welcomed the land-

scape, the mountains, and the forests of e very country. 

He identified hims elf with rocks, saying, "We ar e bedded 

in the ground, we are rocks" ("We Two, How Long We we re 

Fool'd," p. 109). 

Whitman called himself a "Habitan of th e Alleghani es " 

("To a Historian," p. 32), referring to the Alleghanian 

hills, part of the Appalachian range, locat ed in Pennsyl-

vania and southwest Virginia. He loved the mountains, the 

rivers, and the place of his birth, as h e said, 11 0 dear to 

me my birth-things--all moving things and the trees wher e I 

was born--the grains, plants, riv ers " ("0 Magn et-South,lt 

p. 363), and h e sang to the rocks, hills, trees, and waters: 

To the All e ghanian hills and the tireless Mississippi, 
To the rocks I calling sing, and all the trees in 

the woods. 
("To the Leaven'd Soil They Trod," p. 264) 

Vistas provided him with a great comfort and refr es h ed his 

body, mind, and soul. During his years in Washington, the 

Civil War period, 1861 to 1865, he would enjoy the beauty of 

natur e at night after a har d day as a wound-dresser in the 

hospital: 

Of scenes of Nature, fields and mountains, 
Of skies so beaut e ous after a storm, and at night 

the moon so unearthly bright, 
Shining sweetly, shining down, where we dig the 

trenches. 
("Old War-Dreams," p. 370) 
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In Colorado in October 1879, at Kenosha summit, 10,000 feet 

above sea-l e vel, he was impressed with th e beauty of th e 

landscape: 

Mountainous chains and peaks in every variety 
of perspective, e ve ry hue of vista, fringe th e vi e w, 
in n e ar e r, or middl e , or far-dim distance, or fade on 
the horizon. We have now reach'd, penetrated the 
Rocki es , for a hundred miles or so; and though these 
chains spread away in every direction, specially north 
and south, thousands and thousands farther, I hav e 
se e n specimens of the utmost of th e m, and know h e nc e
forth at l e ast what th e y are, and what the y look lik e . 
Not th e ms e lv e s alone, for they typify str e tch e s and 
areas of half the globe--ar e , in fact, t h e v e rt e br ae 
or backbon e of our h emisph ere . As th e anatomists say 
a man is only a .spine, topp'd, foot ed , breasted and 
ra d iat ed , so the whole west e rn world is, in a sense, 
but an exp ansion of th e se mountains. (Sp ec imen~' 

p. 184) 

In poetry h e had ex pr e ssed his impr es sions, his obs e rvation s , 

and his inn e r joys upon visiting Platt e Canon in Colorado 

the same year: 

These tumbled rock-piles grim and red, 
These reckless h e av e n-ambitious peaks 
Th e s e gorg e s, turbul e nt-clear str ea ms, this nak ed 

fr es hness, 
Th ese forml e ss wild arrays, for r eas ons of th e ir own, 
I know th ee , savage spirit--we hav e communed 

together. 
("Spirit That Form'd This Place,u p. 371) 

All these h e had seen while he was traveling by train from 

De nv er : 

•.. all the wond e rs, b e auty, savage pow e r 
of the sc e ne- -th e wild stream of water, from sourc es 
of snows, brawling continually in sight one sid e --



the dazzling sun, and the morning lights on the 
rocks--such turns and gra de s in th e track, squirming 
aroun d corners, or up an d do wn hills--far glimpses 
of a hun d red peaks, titanic necklac e s, str e tching 
n rth and south--the huge rightly-na med Dome -rock-
an d as we dash along, others simila r , simpl e , 
monolithic elephantine. 

(Specim en~' p. 18 2 ) 

Be ing fully a c quainted with mountain vi e ws of th e 

All e ghani e s and th e Rockies, Whitman could imagin e vi e ws 

of th e mountains of which h e had h e ard and r ea d, and h e 

wrot e of what he imagin e d as if h e r e me mb e r e d th e minut e 

d e tails: 

Amid th e wilds, th e rocks, th e storm and wintry 
night, 

To me such misty, strange tabl e aux th e syllabl e s 
calling up; 

I s ee , far in th e we st or north, a limitl e ss 
ravin e , with plains and mountains dark, 

(Rac e of th e woods, th e landscap e s fr ee , and th e 
falls~ 

No picture, po e m, statem e nt, passing th e m to th e 
futur e :) 

("Yonnon d io," p. 3 95) 
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He r e f e rr ed to som e mo untains of North America, of which h e 

had only r e a d and he ard. His descriptions, though im a ginary, 

ar e vivid and effectiv e , for exampl e , in th e f ollowing: 

I s ee ov e r my contin e nt the Pacific ra i lroad sur
mounting ev e ry barrier, 

I see continual trains of cars winding along th e 
Platt e carrying freight and pass e ng e rs, 

I h e ar the locom o tives ruching and roaring, and th e 
shrill st e am-whistle, 

I h e ar th e echo e s rev e rb e rat e through th e gr a n de s t 
s c e n e ry in th e world, 



I cross the Laramie plains, I note the rocks in 
grotesque shapes, the buttes, 

I see in glimpses afar or towering immediately 
above me the great mountains, I see the Wind 
river and the Wahsatchl mountains, 

I see the Monument2 mountain and 4he Eagle's3 
Nest, I ~ass the Promontory, I ascend the 
Nevadas,.._ 

I scan the Noble Elk6 mountain and wind around its 
base, 

I see the Humboldt7 range, I thread the valley and 
cross the river. 

("Passage to India," pp. 322-323) 

From South America he drew another reference, the sierras 

of Andes, which he mentioned in a catalogue when he said, 

1Whitman's "Wahsatch mountains,. are the Wasatch 
range in the Rocky Mountains of Idaho and Utah. 

2The Monument mountain is one of the peaks of th e 
Seven Devils Mountains in Idaho. 

3The Eagle's Nest is a mountain peak in California 
and in the Sierras of Nevada. 

4The Promontory is a monument in north Utah near 
Great Salt Lake; it marks the meeting place (1869) of the 
East and West branches of the first continental railroad. 

5The Sierra of Nevada, in California, is the 
mountain range extending 400 miles up to the end of the 
Cascade Range. Mount Whitney (14,495 ft.) is its highest 
peak. 

6The Noble Elk is a prominent peak in Wyoming, in 
a range of the Rocky Mountains. 

7The Humboldt range, in South Colorado, is part 
of the Sangre de Cristo range in the Rocky Mountains. 
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"I s e e mountain peaks, I s ee the sierras of And e s 1 wher e 

th e y rang e " ("Salut au Monde!" p. 129). 

Whitman glorifi e d and prais ed mountains in North 

and South Am e rica, but h e also mad e num e rous r e f ere nc e s 

to mountains of oth e r contin e nts. He ma de c atal ogu e s 

of th e mountains of Europ e , of which h e had r e ad and 

h e ard: 

1Th e si e rras of Andes form o n e of th e two gr e at e st 
mountain syst e ms in th e world. Th e y ar e thr ee tim e s as 
long as th e Himalayas; th e y e xt e nd from th e Caribb e an Sea 
to th e Strait of Mag e llan, rising to 22 ,835 f ee t in 
Aconcagua, th e high e st p e ak in th e Am e ricas. Be tw ee n 
c e ntral Columbia and southern Chile, a dis t anc e of 3 ,000 
mil e s, th e r e ar e no p ass e s below 8,000 f ee t, and most of 
th e railways hav e to climb betw e en 10,000 and 15,000 f ee t 
from th e Pacific to cross the lofty we st e rn chain. Th e 
An de s ar e com p os ed of e normously thick b e ds of lim e ston e s, 
s an d ston e s an d slat e s, tog e th e r with ma ss e s of granit e 
rocks, and vast quantiti e s of lavas from th e num e rous 
hug e volcano e s, activ e and e xtinct. Th e rang e s e xt e nd 
ov e r Ti e rra d e l Fu e go, Argentina, Chil e , Bolivia, P e ru 
and on to th e Caribb e an coast of Columbia an d Ve n e zu e la, 
running parall e l with th e Pacific c oast of South Am e ri ca . 
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I see the giant §innacles of Elbruz, 1 Kazbek, 2 
Bazardjusi, 

I see the Styrian Alps, and the Karnac A1Qs,4 
I see the Pyrenees,5 Balks,6 Carpathians,7 and to 

the north the Dofrafields,B and off at sea 
mount Hecla.9 

("Sal ut au Monde ~ n p. 129) 

Whitman saw Vesuvius 10 and Etna 11 in his imagination. He 

referred to the Caucasus in "Passage to India," mentioning 
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lrhe Elbruz mountain separates the Caspian sea from 
the central Iranian plateau. Alexander the Great crossed 
the mountain in the fourth century B. C. 

2The Kazbek is a beautiful mountain which impressed 
the imagination of the Caucasians. According to legend, on 
its highest peak, called Christ's summit, is the tent of the 
Patriarch Abraham in which the child Jesus lies asleep in a 
cradle supported by an invisible hand. 

3unidentified. 

4The Alps, Europe's most extensive mountain system, 
f o r m a c l a s s i c e x am p 1 e o f t h e r a n g e the i m p o r t a n c e of wh i c h i s due 
not only to its physical characteristics but also to its 
geographical position and the impact the mountains have had 
on human history. 

5The Pyrenees are in France and Spain. 

6The Balkan Mountains are mainly in Bulgaria in the 
Balkan Peninsula. 

7The Carpathians spread over Czechoslovakia, Poland, 
Ukrain, and Romania. 

Bunidentified. 

9rhe mount Hecla, called "the gateway to hell," is 
an active volcano in Iceland. 

lOThe Vesuvius, the only active volcano on the European 
mainland, is located at the Bay of Naples, south of Italy. It 
is called the Fire-God. Pliny, the historian, has given a 
graphic description of the disaster caused by the volcano. 

llrhe Etna is also an active volcano, located in east 
Sicily. Greek and Latin writers have me ntioned the eruptions 
of th e volcano in their writings. 



the "Cooling airs from Caucasus, 1 far, soothing cradle of 

man" (p. 325), and to "snowy Parnassus" 2 in "Song of the 

Exposition" (p. 173). 
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Although not numerous, mountains in Africa and Asia 

are referred to in Leaves of Grass. The mountains of the 

Moon 3 (p. 129), the highlands of Abyssinia, and the Red 

mountains of Madagascar are mentioned in "Salut au Monde." 

(p. 129). 

same poem: 

Of the mountains of Asia, Whitman wrote in the 

"I see plainly the Himalayas, 4 Chian Shahs, 5 

Altayas,6 Ghauts" 7 ("Salut au Monde!" p.ll29), and he 

lThe Caucasus range has literary significance. 
Prometheus was bound to the rock in the Caucasus. The 
Argonauts sought the Golden Fleece there. The great 
mountain chain is, geographically speaking, the natural 
southern barrier between Europe and Asia. 

2The Parnassus is a mountain ridge in Greece. It 
was considered an abode of Apollo, the muses, Dionysus, and 
the nymphs. 

3The Mountains of the Moon are considered to be the 
source of the Nile river in Africa. 

4 The Himalayas contain the highest peak, Mount Everest. 

5The Chang Tang may be the real name of Chian Shahs 
because there is no such name as "Chian Shahs" in Webster's 
Geographical Dictionary. The mountains may be in China. 

6The Altays are the major mountains of central Asia, 
located at the junction of the USSR, Kazakh SSR, China, and 
Mongolia borders. The Mongolian name for this mountain is 
Altain-ula, the mountains of gold; the range of Altai proper 
is also known as Ek-Tagh, Mongolian Altai, Great Altai, and 
Southern Altai. 

7The Ghauts, two mountain systems, running parallel 
to the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea coasts, in peninsular 
India are called the Ghauts or the Stairs leading down to a 
river. The "Ghauts" indicate the passes crossing the low 
mountains. 
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l referred to the Taurus: "You mountaineer living lawlessly 

on the Taurus" (p. 134). In addition to those which I have 

mentioned, he referred to mountains which have Biblical 

significance when he mentioned the thoughtful Armenian 

pondering by the stream of the Euphrates and "ascending 

mount Ararat"2 ("Salut au Monde~" p. 134). He also 

referred to Mount Moriah3 ("Song of the Exposition,tt 

p. 173). 

Looking more closely at the passages on mountains, 

we note what Whitman saw or imagined that he saw. For 

example, he saw an army camped on the side of a mountain: 

I see before me now a traveling army halting, 
Below a fertile valley spread 
Behind, the terraced sides of a mountain, abrupt, 

in places rising high, 
Broken, with rocks, with clinging cedars 
The numerous camp-fires scatter'd near and far . 

up on the mountain. 
("Bivouac on a Mountain Side," p. 246) 

l The Taurus, a great mountain chain running parallel 
to the Mediterranean coast, is located in southern Turkey. 
The mountains do not appear easy to cross; they are barren 
and steep. The routes across the Taurus today still follow 
the same passageway used by early Christian evangelists, 
armies, caravans, and travellers of the past. 

2The Ararat is a snow-capped volcanic cone of the 
Armenian Plateau in Turkey near the Turco-Iranian border. 
The ark of Noah rested upon it according to the Bible. 

3on Mount Moriah in Jerusalem Abraham prepared to 
sacrifice Isaac (Gen. xxii.2), and on Mount Moriah Solomon 
built his temple (2 Chron. iii.l). 



He imagined men mining the mountains: 

Iron-works, forge-fires in the mountains or by 
river-banks, men around feeling the melt with 
huge crow-bars, lumps of ore, the due combining 
of ore, limestone, coal. 

("A Song for Occupations," p. 188) 

In the highlands of Abyssinia, he saw in his imagination 

"flocks of goats feeding" and the fig-tree, tamarind, and 

date (p. 132 ). 

Believing that God is in everything and is co-

extensive with th e universe and that Nature and Man have 

divinity in them, Whitman exclaimed when he saw the Rocky 

Mountains in Colorado: "The most spiritual show of obj ec-

tive Nature I ever b e held, or even thought possible" 

(Specim e n ~' p. 188). Peaks impressed him as "reckless 

h ea ven-ambitious peaks" ("Spirit That Form'd This Scene," 

p. 371). They gave him a feeling of transcendental union: 

"Thou! mounting higher, diving deeper than we knew, thou 
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transcendental Union!" ("Thou Mother with Thy Equal Brood,lt 

p. 351). He believed that "in every object, mountain, tree 

and star" th e "mystic cipher waits infolded" (p. 407). He 

imagined ''Walking the old hills of Judaea with the beautiful 

gentle God by my sid e " ("Song of Myself," p. 77). He 

expressed his thoughts of closeness to God while living 

amid mountains and other aspects of nature: 



Of joy, sweet joy, through many a year, in them, 

Of many an aspiration fond, of many a dream and 
plan; 

Through Space and Time fused in a chant, and the 
flowing eternal identity, 

To Nature encompassing these, encompassing God--to 
the joyous, electric all, 

To put rapport the mountains and rocks and streams, 
And the winds of the north, and the forests of oak 

and pine, 
With you 0 soul. 

("As They Draw to a Close," p. 381) 

Saying, "My soul prepared in the mountains absorbs your 
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immortal nutrim e nt" ("Rise 0 Days from Your Fathomless Deep ," 

p. 241), Whitman associated mountains with exalted thoughts. 

"This day before dawn," he said, "I ascended a hill and 

look'd at the crowded heaven" ("Song of Myself," p. 92). At 

Naresink, a sea-side mountain, at the low e r entrance of th e 

New York Bay, he said he felt "A sudden memory-flash 

I know not why," when he had to wait "for the sunrise, 

gazing from this hill" ("The Pilot in the Mist," p. 388). 

In conclusion, it can be stated that Whitman held 

mountains and nature in awe and wonder. He believed like 

the ancient Oriental philosophers that the mountains are 

the abodes of the muses and the spirit of the divine being. 

He acknowledged that the mountains are not always the source 

of great happiness since they are barriers and since they 

give shelter to the thief or the robber and to the moun-

t a i n e e r " l i v i n g l awl e s s l y o n t h e T a u r u s " ( " S a l u t a u M o n d e ~ 11 



p. 134). Mainly, however, Whitman held the belief of the 

Hebrews that the mountains are holy places. Like the 

Hindus, he believed that God dwells in the mountains: 

Trinitas divine shall be gloriously accomplish'd 
and compacted by the true son of God, the poet, 

(He shall inde ed pass the straits and conquer the 
mountains, 

He shall double the cape of Good Hope to some 
purpose,) 

Nature and Man shall be disjoin'd and diffused no 
more, 

Th e true son of God shall absolutely fuse them. 
("Passage to India," p. 324) 
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CHAPTER III 

PRAIRIES 

From his early childhood, Whitman was familiar with 

the "Hempstead plains, then prairie-like, op e n, uninhabited, 

rather sterile, cover'd with kill-calf and huckleberry 

bushes . plenty of fair pasture" (Specimen~' p. 12). 

He could recall in fancy the "interminable cow-processions" 

and the "sweet and slightly aromatic evening air (ibid., 

p. 12). Sauntering over the plains and exploring the 

meadows, he discovered the natural beauty of his surrounding. 

In his North American Prairie, J. E. Weaver has 

described prairies as "magnificent grassland" with great 

areas of "waving grasses bedecked with wonderful flowers" 1 

but with a paucity of shrubs and with no trees. To the 

early settlers the vast, unlimited stretch of land covered 

with grass was frightening; it was "dreaded and avoided."2 

Whitman believed, contrary to the belief of the early 

settlers, that prairies provided beauty and diversity, as 

we can see in the following: 

l(Lincoln, Nebraska: 
1954), p. 3. 

Johnsen Publishing Company, 

2J. E. Weaver and F. W. Alberton, Grassland of the 
Great Plains (Lincoln, Nebraska: Johnsen Publishing-
Company, 1956), p. 170. 
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In the freshness the forenoon air • and vistas 
again to peace restored, 

To the fiery fields the endless vistas 
beyond 

To the leaven'd soil of the general Western world 
to attest my songs, 

To the Alleghanian hills and the tireless 
Mississippi, 

To the rocks I calling sing, and all the trees in 
the woods, 

To the plains of the poems of heroes, to the 
prairies spreading wide, 

To the far-off sea and the unseen winds, and the 
sane impalpable air; 

And responding they answer all, (but not in words,) 
The average earth, the witness of war and peace, 

acknowledges mutely, 
The prairie draws me close, as the father to bosom 

broad the son. 
("To the Leaven'd Soil They Trod," p. 264) 
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This love was expressed not only in complete poems, 

but in incidental references and in catalogues, such as we 

find in "Song of the Broad-Axe": 

Welcome are mountains, flats, sands, forests, 
prairies, 

Welcome the rich borders of rivers, table-lands, 
openings, 

Welcome the measureless grazing-lands, welcome the 
teeming soil of orchards, flax, honey, hemp. 

(p. 164) 

Thus Whitman extended his love especially to prairies: 

"Those prairie sovereigns of the West, Kansas, Missouri, 

Illinois" ("What Best I See in Thee," p. 371), and he 

described what he observed: 

Where sun-down shadows lengthen over the limitless 
and lonesome prairie, 

Where herds of buffalo make a crawling spread of 
the square miles far and near. 

("Song of Myself," p. 76) 



He wrote one poem entitled "Prairie Stat e s .. : 

A ne we r garden of creation, no primal solitud e , 
Dense, joyous, modern, populous millions, cities 

and farms, 
With iron interlaced, composite, tied, many in 

on e , 
By all the world contributed--fre edo m's and law's 

and thrift's society, 
The crown and teeming paradise, so far, of time's 

accumulations, 
To justify the past. 

(p. 3 16) 

So the prairie attracted him, drawing him, "close, as th e 

father to bosom broad the son." Prairi es we re "North 

Am e rica's charact e ristic landscape," he said: ,.Th e n as to 

scenery • . whil e I know the standard claim is that 
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Yos e mite, Niagara falls, the upp e r Ye llowston e an d the lik e , 

afford the great e st natural shows, I am not so sure but th e 

Prairies and Plains, while less stunning at first sight, 

last longer, fill the esthetic s e ns e full e r, precede all 

th e r e st, and make North Am e rica's characteristic landsca pe " 

(Specimen ~' p. 192). 

Some of Whitman's journ e ys ov e r prairies which he 

wrot e of we re imaginary, but oth e rs wer e actual personal 

experiences. In "Eight ee n Sixty-One," h e imagin e d th e 

union soldiers "with large steps crossing th e prairies out 

of Illinois and Indiana,. (p. 233). I n 1879, h e actually 

travelled over prairies when he visited Kansas, to partici-

pate in th e centennial c e lebration of th e Kansas statehood. 
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A tribute to the prairies, which Whitman wrote in prose, 

when Topeka asked him for a poem, referred to "' interminable 

and stately prairies" and to prairies as inspiration: 

Under these skies respl e ndent in September 
beauty--amid the peculiar landscape you are used to, 
but which is new to me--these interminable and 
stately prairies--in the freedom and vigor and sane 
enthusiasm of this perfect western air and autumn 
sunshine--it seems to me a poem would be almost an 
impertinence. But if you care to have a word from 
me, I should speak it about these very prairies; 
they impress me most of all the objective shows I 
see or have seen on this, my first real visit to the 
West. As I have roll'd rapidly hither for more than 
a thousand miles, through fair Ohio, through bread
raising Indiana and Illinois--through ample Missouri, 
that contains and raises everything; as I have 
partially explor'd your charming city during the 
last two days, and, standing on Oread hill, by the 
university, have launch'd my view across broad 
expanses of living green, in every direction--I have 
again been most impress'd, I say, and shall remain 
for the rest of my life most impress'd, with that 
feature of the topography of your western central 
world--that vast Something, stretching out on its own 
unbounded scale, unconfined, which there is in these 
prairies, combining the real and ideal, and beautiful 
as dreams. 

(Specimen~' pp. 179-180) 

This speech was never delivered because Whitman becam e so 

much interested in talking with the university boys at 

Lawrence that he forgot to go to Topeka. ttl let the hours 

s 1 i p a w a y , '' h e s a i d , " an d d i d n ' t d r i v e o v e r t o t h e me e t i n g 

and speak my piece" (p. 179). 

Although what he saw impressed him, Whitman used 

other sensory impressions besides the visual when writing 

of prairies. In "Proud Music of the Storm,n he referred to 
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h e a r i n g a s t o r m n w h i s t l i n g a c r o s s t h e p r a i r i e s ,,. ( p . 3 l 6 ) , 

and he praised the sound of "warbling birds" (p. 317); and 

he said, "Ah from a little child/ Thou knowest soul how to 

me all sounds became music" (p. 318). In uThe Return of 

Heroes," he enjoyed It the chant of joy and power for bound-

less fertilitytl (p. 289). In t!Starting from Paumanok,n he 

composedtla programme of chants,"' beginning with the prairies: 

Chants of the prairies, 
Chants of the long-running Mississippi, and down to 

the Mexican sea, 
Chants of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin 

and Minnesota, 
Chants going forth from the centre from Kansas, and 

thence equidistant, 
Shooting in pulses of fire ceaseless to vivify all. 

(pp. 40- 4 1) 

Imagining the sound of trains running to the Pacific coast, 

he could ''hear the echo reverberate through the grandest 

scenery in the worldn (p. 322). In "As Consequent, Etc. ,tl 

he wrote of shells "wash'd on America's shores" which 

murmured in his ear echoes of tleternity's musictl for "th e 

soul of the prairies": 

0 little shells • 
Will you not little shells to the tympans of temples 

held, 
Murmurs and echoes still call up, eternity's music 

faint and far, 
Wafted inland, sent from Atlantica's rim, strains 

for the souls of the prairies, 
Whisper'd reverberations, chords for the ear of the 

West • 
(p. 286) 
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Thus Whitman listened. He heard bees "lately buzzingtt in 

the buckwheat in Ohio ("Come Up from the Fields Father,,. 

p. 247), and he carefully noted, as I have shown, echoes, 

whispers, and murmurs. 

As he wandered over the prairies, Whitman praised 

every object that he saw or heard or touched: 'tillustrious 

whatever I see or hear or touch, to the last" ("Song at 

Sunset," p. 377). He felt the freshness of the forenoon air. 

Traversing "the garden of the world," he wandered and 

touched leaves: "Wandering, point to or touch as I pass, 

or throw them loosely from me"' (HThese I Singing in Spring," 

p. 116). In "Song of Myself," he said: 

Mine is no callous shell, 
I have instant conductors all over me whether I 

pass or stop, 
They seize every object and lead it harmlessly 

through me. 
(p. 71) 

Whitman loved the prairie scent. He enjoyed the 

sweet pasturage of the prairie lands. In "Song at Sunsetn 

he said: "To breathe the air, how delicious!tt (p. 377). 

He used other words such as odor, scented, and fragrance for 

smell: "Again the freshness and the odors It (p. 369). In 

"Song of the Exposition," he wrote, "I scent the odor of her 

breath's delicious fragrance" (p. 173). He loved delicious 

odor when he said: "Give me odorous at sunrise a garden of 

beautiful flowers where I can walk undisturbed" ("Give Me 
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the Splendid Silent Sun," p. 255). He could recall odor 

when he wrote: "But an odor I'd bring • . or breath of 

an Illinois prairie" ("Thy Mother With Thy Equal Brood," 

p. 351). His olfactory sense is especially impressive in 

"Pensive on Her Dead Gazingu when th e Earth, Mother of All, 

says as she looks on the dead bodies covering the battle-

fields: 

(. the scent of the powder-smoke linger'd,) 
As she called . with mournful voice 
Absorb them well 0 my earth 

In unseen essence and odor of surface and grass, 
centuries hence, 

Exhale me them centuries hence, breathe me their 
breath 

0 years and graves! 0 air and soil! 0 my dead, 
an aroma sweet! 

Exhale them perennial sweet death, years, centuries 
hence. 

( pp. 379-380) 

Thus, Whitman drew upon his sensory faculties. 

However he made several references to what he saw on the 

prairie land, such as herds of cattle, farmers, and people 

who operate big machinery to cultivate and harvest the crops, 

besides grass, corn, and wheat. Whitman wrote
1 

in "Starting 

from Paumanok," what he could recall in the prairie land: 

"Aware of the buffalo herds grazing the plains, the hirsute 

and strong-breasted bull" (p. 39). His memory of what he 

observed is very accurate in such minute descriptions as 



The moving flocks and herds, the plains and emerald 
meadows, 

The shows of all varied lands and all the growths 
and products. 

("The Return of the Heroes," p. 287) 

In a poem of three lines called "A Farm Picture," Whitman 

drew a verbal sketch of the farm from the impressions of 

the scene that were stored in his memory: 

Through the ample open door of the peaceful country 
barn, 

A sunlit pasture field with cattle and horses 
feeding, 

And haze and vista, and the far horizon fading away. 
(p. 229) 
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Whitman could see the sunlit panorama of prairies--orchard, 

yellow grain, and cattle grazing on the prairie land: 

Kine and horses feeding, and droves of sheep and 
swine, 

And many a stately river flowing and many a jocund 
brook, 

And healthy uplands with herby-perfumed breezes, 
And the good green grass, that delicate miracle the 

ever-recurring grass. 
("The Return of the Heroes," p. 289) 

Whitman described the farmers' joy in the prairie states--

Ohio, Illinois, Wisconsin, Iowa, Kansas, and Missouri: 

To rise at peep of day and pass forth nimbly to work, 
To plough land in the fall for winter-sown crops, 
To plough land in the spring for maize. 

( .. A S o n g of J o y s. , " p p . 1 6 1 - 1 6 2 ) 

Thus Whitman paid tribute to the farm e rs and to the prairi e 



boys who labored in the farms and fi e lds to supply food to 

the people: 

Before you cam e to camp came many a welcom e gift, 
Praises and presents came and nourishing food, 

till 
You came, taciturn, with nothing to give--we but 

look'd on each other, 
W h e n l o ~ m o r e t h a n a l l t h e g i f t , s o f t h e w o r l d yo u 

gave me . 
("0 Tan-Faced Prairie-Boy," p. 260) 
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Besides praising the works of the farmers, prairie-boys and 

the immense grass, Whitman told what he saw on the farm or 

on the unlimited land: 

All gather and all harvest, 
Yet but for thee 0 Powerful, not a scythe might swing 

as now in security, 
Not a maize-stalk dangle as now its silken tassels in 

peace. 

Harvest the wheat of Ohio, Illinois, Wisconsin, every 
barbed spear under thee, 

Harvest the maize of Missouri, Kentucky, Tennessee, 
each ear in its light-green sheath, 

Gather the hay to its myriad mows in the odorous 
tranquil barns. 

("The Return of the Heroes,n p. 290) 

Whitman addressed the heroes and the farmers, urging them to 

continue to work hard and advising them to use the monstrous 

implements wisely and carefully: 

The human-divine inventions, the labor-saving 
implements; 

Beholdest moving in every direction imbued as with 
life the revolving hay-rakes, 



The steam-power reaping-machines and the horse
power machines, 

The engines, thrashers of grain and cleaners of 
grain, well separating the straw, the nimble 
work of the patent pitch-fork. 

("The Return of the Heroes," pp. 289-290) 

Besides all that pertained to th e soil on the 
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prairies, Whitman observed the influence of the planets and 

the motion of the earth. Loving to watch the beauty of sun-

set, as he did, he wrote a beautiful short poem on uA 

Prairie Sunset": 

Shot gold, maroon and violet, dazzling silver, 
emerald, fawn, 

The earth's whole amplitude and Nature's multiform 
power consign'd for once to colors; 

The light, the general air possess'd by th e m-
colors till now unknown, 

No limit, confine--not the Western sky along--the 
high meridian--North, South, all, 

Pure luminous color fighting the silent shadows to 
the last. 

(p. 400) 

He also wrote "Nights on the Prairiesn describing th e daily 

routine of the farmers at night: 

Night on the prairies, 
The supper is over, the fire on the ground burns low, 
The wearied emigrants sleep, wrapt in their blankets. 

(p. 348) 

Then Whitman saw what impresses everyone, the sky above a 

prairie at night: 

I walk by myself--I stand and look at the stars, 
which I think now I never realized before, 

Now I absorb immortality and peace. 
( pp. 348 - 3 49 ) 
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Prairies appealed to Whitman's esthetic sense. Th e y 

appealed to his sense of the mystical and elevating power of 

Nature. They supplied him with vivid impressions, as in 

"Out of May's Shows Select e d": 

Apple orchards, the trees all cov e r'd with blossoms; 
Wh e at fields carpeted far an d n e ar in vital emerald 

gr ee n; 
Th e e ternal, exhaustless freshness of each early 

morning; 
Th e yellow, gold e n, transparent haz e of th e warm 

aft e rnoon sun; 
Th e aspiring lilac bushes with profuse purpl e or 

white flow e rs. 
(pp. 387- 388) 

Th e y we r e part of his country's gr e at de stiny: 

. as to the capacity and sur e futur e 
de stiny of that p lain and prairi e ar e a (larg e r th a n 
any Europ e an King d om) it is th e in e xhaustibl e land 
of wheat, maiz e , wool, flax, coal, iron, bee f and 
pork, butt e r and che e se, appl e s and grap e s--land of 
t e n million virgin farms--to th e e ye at pr e s e nt 
wild and unproductive--yet e xp e rts say that upon it 
wh e n irrigated ma y e asily be grown e nough wh e at to 
fe e d th e world. (Specim en~' pp. 191-192) 

Th e y we r e symbolic of a rich America, th e "Prairi e Dame" of 

th e following: 

Fe cund Am e rica--to-day, 
Thou art all ov e r s e t in births and joys! 
Thou groan'st with riches, thy we alth cloth e s th ee 

a s a swathing - garm e nt, 
Thou laugh e st loud with ach e of gr e at poss e ssions, 
A myriad-twining lif e like int e rlacing vin e s binds 

all thy vast de mesn e , 
As s om e hug e shi p fr e ight e d to wat e r's e dg e thou 

rid e st into p ort, 



As rain falls from the heaven and vapors rise from 
earth, so have the previous values fallen 
upon thee and risen out of thee; 

Thou envy of the globe! thou miracle! 
Thou, bathed, choked, swimming in plenty, 
Thou lucky Mistress of the tranquil barns, 
Thou Prairie Dam e that sittest in the middle and 

lookest out upon thy world, and lookest East 
and lookest West, 

Dispensatress, that by a word givest a thousand 
miles, a million farms, and missest nothing, 

Thou all-acceptress--thou hospitable, (thou only 
art hospitable as God is hospitable. 

("The Return of the He roes," p. 287) 
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CHAPTER IV 

TREES 

As a chil d , Whitman lov ed ou td oor lif e . He was fond 

of wa l king, ri d ing, sauntering, an d wan de ring ov e r th e hills, 

plains, an d shores, and along th e banks of the cr ee ks and 

rivers. Furthermo r e , he obs e rv e d fields, shor e s, incid e nts, 

characters, farm e rs, and oth e r outdoor me n. Th e s e e xp e ri-

enc e s e vid e ntly l e ft strong impr e ss i ons upon his mind. 

Becaus e of his gr e at lov e for outdoor lif e , all asp e cts of 

life associat e d with natur e left in de libl e marks upon his 

memory. As Gay Wilson All e n writes in Th e Solitary Sing e r: 

"He could r e call th e long building for Sunday school, th e 

fine gard e n, big willow and e lm tr ee s in th e neighborhood" 

(p. 10). This pow e r which natur e e x e rt e d upon Whitman was 

mad e more explicit in Specim e n ~whe n Whitman cal le d 

nature "the only p e rman e nt reliance" (p. 10 2 ). He found 

natur e th e only san e guide for writing and for hu man condu c t. 

This faith in nature h e actually pu t into practic e , for 

once, after an illness, h e attribut e d his r e covery to that 

"invisibl e physician,u nature: 

All th e past two summ e rs it [natur e ] has 
be e n str e ngth e ning and nourishing my sick body, as 
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n e ver before. Thanks, invisible physician, for thy 
sil e nt delicious medicine, thy day and night, thy 
wat e rs and thy airs, the banks, th e grass, the 
tr ee s, and e' e n the weeds! (Spec imen~' p. 13 3 ) 
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Although nature occasionally was a healing agent for 

Whitman, it was also a sensory delight and inspiration: 

De nsities, growth, facad e s, 
. giant trees, 

Far-born, far-dying, living long 
("Eidolons," p. 3 4 ) 

Tr e es--h e re was a subject on which he fr e qu e ntly comm e nt ed , 

using such words as "woods," "for e st," "glad e s," "plants,"· 

"bush," and "shrubs." 

As a gr e at lov e r of tr ee s, Whitman was conc e rn e d 

with giving accurat e e xpr e ssion to his o b s e rvation of them. 

Th e careful att e ntion which he gave to concr e t e im a g e ry is 

illustrated in his de scription of Natur e in "Th e Re turn of 

the He ro e s": 

The woods, the stalwart tr ee s, the slender, tapering 
tr ee s, 

The liliput countless armies of th e grass, 
Th e h e at, th e showers, th e me asur e l e ss pasturag e s, 
Th e scenery of the snows, th e wind's free orchestra. 

(p. 286) 

By reading such po e ms, we are led to b e liev e that the 

descrip ti ons are real and that th e poet has writt e n from 

his personal e xperi e nces. Ev e n wh e n he wrote about the 

r e dwood or the tamarind, tr ee s that he n e ver saw, h e gav e 

th e sam e s e ns e of imm e diacy. 
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Although Whitman referred to no specific tree or 

trees in "The Return of the Heroes," from which I have just 

quoted, he did frequently mention particular kinds of trees 

in many other poems. 

nounced favoritism. 

He seemed, however, to show no pro

He included trees which could be 

cultivated or grafted by men as well as those that were 

native to the forests and woods: mountain ash, apple, bay, 

birch, cypress, cedar, chestnut, cottonwood, date, fig, fir, 

hemlock, hickory, juniper, laurel, live-oak, lemon, locust, 

maple, magnolia, mulberry, oak, orange, palmetto, pine, 

pitch-pine, pecan, pawpaw, persimmon, redwood, sycamore, 

titi, tamarind, walnut, willow, and yellow pine. Of all 

the trees he mentioned, Whitman was fascinated and inspired 

by pines, cedars, oaks, live-oaks, and redwood trees, 

because these trees suggested strength, courage, endurance, 

and health. 

After a careful study of Leaves Qi Grass, I have 

found that Whitman's broad knowledge of the kinds of trees 

is also reflected in the variety of modifiers which he used 

to describe the trees. He spoke of "perennial trees" (p. 35), 

"slumbering and liquid trees" (p. 65), nicicled trees .. 

( p . 7 6 ) , '' t r e e s o f c o m p an i o n s h i p " ( p . 1 1 5 ) , " t a 1 1 b r a n c h e s 

of the trees" (p. 120), "curling treesn (p. 155), nmighty 

dying, giant trees" (p. 180), "imperial trees" (p. 183), 

"tapering, slender, stalwart trees" (p. 286)' nd e nse shade" 



( p • 3 1 9 ) , " s t a n d i n g 1 i k e t r e e s " ( p • 3 2 8 ) , ,. r o w s o f t r e e s tl 

(p. 359), "scented bay-tree" (p. 363), .. clustering trees" 

(p. 318), "future trees" (p. 379), and "well-shorn trees"' 

(p. 401). 

In addition to using the names of particular trees 

or the g e neric term trees, Whitman also referred to trees 

in such collective nouns as woods and forests. Again, the 

variety of adjectives related to these words indicat ed his 

careful observation of nature. In writing of the woods, 

he enumerated various kinds of growth: "primitive woodsn 

(p. 154), "piney woods" (p. 155), "maple woodsn (p. 301), 

and "old woods with mistletoe" (p. 378). Also, at times, 

he made references to the specific locations of woods: 

"Mendocino woods" (p. 182) and "Kanadian woods" (p. 356). 

Occasionally, he noted the sounds in the woods: ,.twitter-

t h r o u g h t h e w o o d s ft ( p . 6 3 ) a n d 11 w h i s t 1 i n g b e t w i x t t h e 

woods" (p. 75). In addition, he remarked upon the rela-

tionship of man to nature: "a man of the woods" (p. 37), 

" t h e w o o d c u t t e r ' s s o n g " ( p • 3 8 ) , a n d ., h a p p i e r d a y s 

in woods" (p. 119). In o ther instances, his references to 
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w o o d s a r e d e s c r i p t i v e o f s i 1 e n c e a n d d e n s i t y : " s t i 1 1 w o o d s 11 

(p. 293), "I am that • ./ Which the birds know in the 

woods" (p. 236), "the redwood forest d e nse" and "wood

spirits" (p. 180), and "silent woodsu (p. 378). 

In writing of the forest, however, Whitman•s ref er -

ences are primarily descriptive: "for ests of maj estic 
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pines" (p. 323), "trai ling in forests" (p. 74), ''the autumn 

forest" ( p • 9 5) , "deep in the forest in piney woods" ( p . 155) , 

"the Kanadian forest" (p. 157), "forest kings" (p. 181), 

"forests at the bottom of the sea" in "The World Below the 

Brine" (p. 219), a scenery of forests (p. 268), "forests 

coated with northern transparent ice" (p. 275), "'The solid 

forest gives fluid utterances" (p. 170), the "Strong hum of 

forest tree-tops" (p. 316), "odor . . from forests of pine 

in Maine" (p. 351), dense forests (p. 363), for e sts of oak 

and pine (p. 381), and "recesses of forests" (p. 182). As 

with trees and woods, the description of the forests rev e als 

information about the location of the forests, the season of 

the year, and the products of the forest. 

Although Whitman gave a great deal of attention to 

describing trees, he also expressed a concern for the utili-

tarian aspects of trees. Frequently, he noted how useful 

the trees, woods, and forests are for animals, birds, and 

man. In relation to man, the forests and the woods provide 

lumber, which has been a great blessing to mankind. In 

"Song of the Broad-Axe," the poet described the various ways 

in which man has benefitted from trees: 

The solid forest gives fluid utterances, 
They tumble forth, they rise and form, 
Hut, tent, landing, survey, 
Flail, plough, pick, crowbar, spade, 
Shingle, rail, prop, wainscot, jamb, lath, panel, 

gable, 



Citadel, ceiling, saloon, academy, organ, exhibition
house, library, 

Cornice, trellis, pilaster, balcony, window, turret, 
porch, 

Hoe, rake, pitchfork, pencil, wa gon, staff, saw, 
jack-plane, mallet, wedge, ro unce, 

Chair, tub, hoop, table, wicket~ vane, sash, floor, 
Work-box, chest, string'd instrument, boat, fram e , 

and what not, 
Capitols of States, and capitol of the nation of 

States, 
Long stately rows in avenues, hospitals for orphans 

or for the poor or sick, 
Manhattan steamboats and clippers taking the measure 

of all seas. 
(p. 170) 
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And the list continues. Whitman includ ed implements, furni-

ture, and buildings: 

Shapes of factories, arsenals, foundries, markets, 
Shapes of the two-threaded tracks of railroads, 
Shapes of the sleepers of bridg e s, vast frameworks, 

girders, arches, 
Shapes of the fleets of barg e s, tows, lake and canal 

craft, river craft, 
Ship-yards and dry-docks along the Eastern and Western 

seas, and in many a bay and by-place, 
The live-oak kelsons, the pine planks, the spars, the 

hackma-tack-roots for knees, 
The ships thems e lves on their ways, the tiers of 

scaffolds, the workmen busy outside and inside, 
The tools lying around, the great auger, the adz e , 

bolt, line, square, gouge, and bead-plane. 
(pp. 170-171) 

Besides thes e uses of lumber, trees also provide such by-

products as turpentine, resins and syrup. In "'Our Old 

Feuillage," the poet comm e nted upon the various spirits 

obtained from trees: 



Deep in the forest in piney woods turpentine 
dropping from the incisions in the trees, 
there are the turpentine works, 

There are the greenish waters, th e resinous odor, 
the plenteous moss, the cypress-tree, and the 
juniper-tree. 

(p. 155) 

The utilitarian aspects of trees and forests, how-
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ever, are not the only properties of the woods which Whitman 

celebrated in his poetry, for he also found wooded areas a 

great source of joy and pleasure. The whistling and twit-

tering of the birds delighted Whitman. He observed these 

creatures of the air and their habits; he enjoyed the 

symphony and the sweet music made by the birds in the trees. 

He took great joy in the variety of color flashing through 

the branches, along with the sounds and songs and the 

numerous kinds of birds that inhabit the woods: 

I believe in those wing'd purposes, 
And acknowledge red, yellow, white, playing within 

me, 
And consider green and violet and the tufted crown 

intentional, 

And the jay in the woods never studied the gamut, 
yet trills pretty well to me. 

("Song of Myself," p. 58) 

In "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd," he noted the 

sounds of the thrush and the smells of the swamp: 

Loud and strong kept up the grey-brown bird, 
With pure deliberate notes spreading filling the 

night. 



Loud in the pines and cedars dim, 
Clear in the freshness moist and the swamp-perfume. 

(p. 270) 

In "Warble for Lilac-Time," he described the robin and the 

musical call of the bird at sunrise and also at sunset 

( p . 30 l) . He observed the robin "where he hops, bright-

eyed, brown-breasted • . flitting among the trees of the 

apple-orchard, building the nest for his mates" (p. 301). 

He observed also the "Bees, butterflies, the sparrow with 

its simple notes,/ Bluebird and darting swallow, • th e 

high-hole flashing his golden wings" (p. 301). In other 

poems, he wrote of "the quail . . whistling betwixt the 

woods" (p. 75), or "the parrots in the woodstt (p. 363), or 

the "mocking-bird, the American mimic, singing all the 

forenoon, singing through the moon-lit night"' (p. 363). 
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In addition to the sights and sounds of birds in the 

trees, Whitman found pleasure in the smells of the woods. 

He loved the fragrance of the pines, the cedars, and the 

blossoms of trees. In no Magnet-South," he enumerated these 

various aromatic odors: 

. I see where the yellow-pine, the scented bay
tree, the lemon and orang e , the graceful 
palmetto. 

The piney odor and the gloom, the awful natural 
stillness. 

(p. 363) 
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Also, he e n jo ye d "the laurel-tree with large white flowers" 

(p. 363); the smell of apples and "aromas from crush'd sage

plant, mint, birch-bark" (p. 107), and the "'blossoms of the 

m o u n t a i n a s h tl i n " S p o n t a n e o u s M e " ( p . l 0 6 ) • 

Furthermore, Whitman commented upon the joys derived 

from the fruits produced by trees. Occasionally, he spoke 

of the nuts and fruits which man regards as vital to his 

subsistence; but, for the most part, he tended to associate 

such tree fruits with food created by nature for the suste

nance of animal life, for just as the trees provide man with 

materials necessary for his well-being, so do th e y offer 

wild animals and birds products essential to their survival. 

Nut s, berries, and other fruits of the forest provide food 

while the branches and trunks give shelter from the elem e nts. 

In "Not Meagre, Lat ent Boughs Alone," Whitman mentioned the 

"v erdant leaves, or shelteri ng shade" a n d "'nourishing fruit" 

(p. 401). In nspontaneous Me," he mentioned the ripening 

o r r i pen ' d 1 o n g- r o u n d w a l n u t s ,. ( p • l 0 8 ) . In nTh i s Corn p o s t , 11 

he called attention to the "black berries so flavorous 

and juicy, the fruits of the apple-orchard and the 

orange-orchard, . peaches, plums,. (p. 294). In "These 

I Singing in Spring," he remarked upon "twigs of maple and 

a bunch of wild orange and chestnut,/ And sterns of currants 

and plum-blows" (p. 116). 

Even though Wh itma n devoted a great deal of space 

to the benefits to be derived from trees and to descriptive 
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passages celebrating the b e auty and vari e ty of trees, he 

was not content to stop here. He also saw in trees qualities 

which he could use for thematic purposes. From his companion-

ship with trees, woods, and forests, he learned courage, 

strength, and endurance, for just as trees draw strength 

from their various parts, so does man, who, like his 

botanical counterpart, summons strength from his faculti es 

and environment. This parallel between natur e and man is 

given expression in "We Two, How Long We Were Fool'd": 

We are Nature, long have we been absent, but now 
we return, 

We become plants, trunks, foliag e , roots, bark, 
We ar e bedded in the ground, we are rocks, 
We are oaks, we grow in the openings side by side, 

We are two fishes swimming in the sea together, 
We are what locust blossoms are, we drop scent 

around lanes mornings and evenings. 
(pp. 109-110) 

This same comparison is also found in ur Saw in Louisiana a 

Live-Oak Growing." Here, Whitman developed fully a state-

ment about the relationship betw ee n man and tr ee. Inspired 

by the strength and courage of the live-oak, he comm e nt ed 

upon the sturdiness and lonelin ess of the tree: 

All alone stood it and the moss hung down from the 
branches, 

Without any companion it grew ther e utt e ring joyous 
leaves of dark gr ee n, 

And its look, rud e, unbending, lusty, mad e me think 
of myself, 



But I wonder'd how it could utter joyous leaves 
standing alone there without its friend 
near, for I knew I could not, 

For all that, and though the live-oak glistens 
there in Louisiana solitary in the wide flat 
space, 

Uttering joyous leaves all its life without a 
friend a lover near, 

I know very well I could not. 
(pp. 1 2 1-122) 

5 2 

From the strength of this oak, Whitman too felt imbued with 

a new-found strength. A similar situation is evident in 

"Our Old Feuillage." In this instance the b ea uty and the 

variety of experiences to be derived from trees, as well 

as other aspects of nature, are used to parallel the glorious 

life offered now by the United States: uHow can I but as 

here chanting, invite you for yourself to collect bouquets 

of the inc om par able feu ill age of these States? tl ( p . 1 58) . 

It is from just such a companionship with the woods 

that Whitman drew joy and inspiration. He could experience 

the companionship of the live-oak as he watched the tree 

standing alone with moss hanging down from the branches, 

and similar experiences are also related in ~cime n ~: 

Under an old black oak, glossy and green, 
exhaling aroma--amid a grove the Albic druids might 
have chosen--envelop'd in the warmth and light of th e 
noonday sun, and swarms of flitting ins ec ts--with 
the harsh cawing of many crows a hundred rods away-
he re I sit in solitude, absorbing, enjoying all. 

(p. 114) 

Having mentioned the beneficial effects of the oaks, 
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hickory, and poplar, Whitman was led to write a more developed 

statement about the values to be learned from trees: 

Here is one of my favorites, now before me, 
a fine yellow poplar, quite strait, perhaps 90 feet 
high, and four thick at the butt. How strong, vital, 
enduring! how dumbly eloquent! What suggestions of 
imperturbability and being, as against the human 
trait of mere seeming. Then the qualities, almost 
emotional, palpably artistic, heroic, of a tree, so 
innocent and harmless, yet so savage. It is, yet 
says nothing. H w it rebukes by its tough and 
equable serenity all weathers, this gusty-temper'd 
little whiffet, man, that runs indoors at a mite of 
rain or snow (Specimen ~~' p. 112). 

While Whitman derived values from his association 

with trees, he believed the origin of these precepts to b e 

divine. When, amid the trees, he could feel the presence 

of the Supreme Creator, he said the trees themselves acted 

as the medium: ncharacters, events, retrospections, shall 

be convey' d in gospel s , trees , an i m a 1 s , waters n ( ''Me d i u m s , " 

p. 368). And again in "Song at Sunset," he wrote about 

"how the trees rise and stand up, with strong trunks, with 

branches and leaves!/ (Surely there is som e thing more in 

each of the trees, some living soul.)u (p. 378). Since 

Whitman found in trees a living revelation of the Divin e , 

he urged others to listen to the voice of the woods, as in 

"Thou Orb Aloft Full-Dazzling": 

I know before the fitting man all Nature yields, 
Thought answe ring not in wo rds, the skies, trees, 

hear his voice . 
(p. 356) 
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Whitman even went on to recommend that man do more 

than just hear His voice speaking through nature. He 

reminded man of the beneficial relationships that can b e 

achiev ed between man and the woods. I n " F o r Yo u 0 D e m o c r a c y , tt 

he made such a proposal: "I will plant companionship thick 

as trees along all the rivers of Am e rica, and along the 

shores of the great lakes, and all over the prairies" (p. 115). 

For Whitman, however, this companionship was so strongly felt 

that at times he even identified himself with tre e s. In 

"Song of the Redwood-Tree," his affinity for the tree pre-

vented him from distinguishing his own personal identity 

from that of the redwood being chopped down: 

In the saline air from the sea in the Mendocino 
country, 

With the surge for base and accompaniment low and 
hoarse, 

With crackling blows of axes sounding musically 
driven by strong arms, 

Riven deep by the sharp tongues of the axes, there 
in the red-wood forest dense, 

I heard the mighty tree its death-chant chanting. 
The choppers heard not, the camp shanties echoed 

not, 
The quick-ear'd teamsters and chain and jack-screw 

me n heard not, 
As the wood-spirits came from their haunts of a 

thousaP-d years to join the r e frain, 
But in my soul I plainly heard. 

(p. 180) 

Through his identification with the redwood, Whitman lamented 

that a source of inspiration had been destroy e d. Although 

he acknowledg ed the fact that man ignores the opportunity to 



know Nature through trees, he certainly wanted others to 

know the fruits of companionship as he had known them: 

Why are there trees I never walk und e r but larg e 
and melodious thoughts descend upon me ? 

(I think they hang there winter and summ e r on those 
trees and always drop fruit as I pass.) 

("Song of the Open Road,"' p. 139) 

Furthermore, trees provide man with an education both 
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spiritual and physical. In Specimen ~' he remarked upon 

the physical culture as well as the spiritual values that 

he derived from his close association with trees: 

At other spots convenient I have selected, 
besides the hickory just named, strong and limber 
boughs of b ee ch or holly, in easy r e aching distance, 
for my natural gymnasia, for arms, chest, trunk
muscles. I can soon feel the sap and sinew rising 
through me , like mercury to heat. I hold on boughs 
of slender trees caressingly there in the sun and 
shade, wrestle with their innocent stalwartness-
and know the virtue there of passes from them to me 
(or may be we interchange--may be the trees are more 
aware of it all than I ever thought.) (p. 132) 

Moreover, the physical prowess of trees gave him 

the courage of trees to withstand trials, and the spiritual 

strength of trees gave him the ability to endure, as he 

wrote in "Me Imperturbe," ltto confront night, storms, hunger, 

ridicule, accidents, rebuffs, as the trees and animals do" 

(p. 37). For Whitman, then, tr ees were a necessary companion. 

They offered him a means for interpreting his world and his 

relation to that world; they provided comfort, beauty, 

sustenance, shelter and inspiration. 



CHAPTER V 

WATERS 

Whitman spent his life on land with frequent associa

tions with waters which he celebrated in Leaves of Grass. He 

delighted in bathing in the ocean, in swimming, in ferrying, 

in boating, and in running up and down the shore chanting 

poetry. As a child he roamed over Long Island, up and down 

the banks of streams, and in Brooklyn he lived near the 

harbor, where he saw seamen and ships. His first childhood 

home was near the United States Navy Yard. As a young man 

already acquainted with the East River and the Hudson, he 

saw for the first time two other rivers--the Ohio and the 

Mississippi--when he made his first trip by riverboat to 

and from New Orleans in 1848. He was close to the Gulf of 

Mexico while in New Orleans. On his return trip from New 

Orleans he travelled by way of the Mississippi, the Great 

Lakes, and the Hudson river. In 1862, he added to his 

experiences with waters when he went to Washington, D. C., 

ferrying over the East River to go to Mannahatta, then 

ferrying to Jersey City across the Hudson river to take a 

train to Washington. He was near the Potomac creek, the 

Potomac river, and the Rappahannok river wh e n he was in 

56 



57 

Washington. In 1880, in old age, he made a short excursion 

on Lake St. Clair and Lake Huron, and he made a long lei

surely trip down the St. Lawrence and up the Saguenay 

river. Thus throughout his life Whitman knew bodies of 

waters and flowing waters intimately. Hi s deepest impres

sions were those of his childhood and youth, as shown in 

Leaves Qf Grass, but his later impressions were recorded in 

his revisions of Leaves of Grass. 

Throughout his life, when he wrote of places that 

he knew, he often referred to their relation to waters. In 

old age and in sickness, he spent some time around Timber 

creek, twelve miles away from the Delaware river. He felt 

the healing effect of the creek when he spent several hours 

bathing in its waters and taking mudbaths and sunbaths on 

its banks. The natural beauty of the scenery around the 

creek, the babbling of the brook, and the continuous flow 

of the pure and clear water helped him gain strength and 

health. The cities where Whitman spent much of his life are 

located either on river-banks or bay-shores or sea-coasts. 

The steamboats swam through the bays and into the river 

basins and outlets. The confluence of the bays, the rivers, 

and the ocean is to be seen in Mannahatta, Brooklyn, Camden, 

Delaware, Philadelphia, and Washington. In ncrossing 

Brooklyn Ferry," he said: "Thrive, cities--bring your 

freight, bring your shows, ample and sufficient rivers" 
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(p. 149). New York, for example, which he named Mannahatta, 

he described in the third line of "Mannahatta" as ttA rocky 

founded island--shores where ever gayly dash the coming, 

going, hurrying sea waves" (p. 384). 

Throughout his life Whitman knew running and flowing 

waters. He mentioned in several poems some of the rivers 

with which he was familiar: 

Nor by your streams alone, you rivers, 
By you, your banks Connecticut, 

By you Potomac laving the ground Washington trod, 
by you Patapsco, 

You Hudson, You endless Mississippi--nor you alone, 
But to the high seas launch, my thought, his 

memory. 
("Outline for a Tomb," p. 303) 

In his mind, the early memory of his birth-place and its 

landscape was very vivid. He described his memory as 

follows: 

0 dear to me my birth-things--all moving things and 
the trees where I was born--the grains, plants, 
rivers, 

Dear to me my own slow sluggish rivers where they 
flow, distant, over flats of silvery sands or 
through swamps, 

Dear to me the Roanoke, the Savannah, the 
Altamahaw, the Pedee, the Tombigb e e, the Santee, 
the Coosa, and the Sabine, 

0 pensive, faraway wandering, I return with my soul 
to haunt their banks again. 

("0 Magnet-South, .. p. 363) 

The complete list of rivers of North America known to 

Whitman, as I have compiled it, consists of: th e Missouri, 
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the mighty Niagara, the Columbia, the Colorado, the Red 

river, to which the coon seekers go, the Tenness ee , th e 

Arkansas, the Chattahooche, the Altamahaw, the Mississippi, 

th e St. Lawrence, the Sacram e nto, the Hudson, the Susque

hanna, the Potoma c , the Rappahannock, the Delaware, the 

Rio Grande, the Nueces, the Brazos, the Tombigb ee , th e 

Saskatchawan, th e Osage, the Penobscot, the Kennebec, th e 

Gila, the Yellowstone, the Ohio, the Cumberland, the 

Chattanooga, and the Saguenay. In cataloging the nam e s of 

th e rivers, Whitman did not always recall personal experi

ences with the riv e rs, but he called their nam es for th e 

sake of his love for the rivers. He ha d r e ad of some rivers 

of North Am e rica, such as the Sacramento, the Sioux, th e 

Ye llowstone, the Columbia, and the rivers of such southern 

states as Florida, G e orgi~, Tennessee, and North and South 

Carolina. In "Salut au Monde~n he mentioned two rivers in 

So uth America--th e Amazon, the larg e st river in the world, 

and th e Para gu ay, one of the important rivers in the central 

lowland. 

Th e rivers of Europe in the poems ar e far mo re 

numerous: the Sein e in northern Franc e and th e Danub e, the 

second larg es t riv er in Europe, used for navigation since 

th e dawn of European civilization; th e Loir e in c e ntral and 

we stern France; the Rh on e , of Switz e rland and southern 

France; the Guadalquiver in the southeast of Spain; the 

Volga, the largest river in Euro pe , called "'Moth e r Volg a 't 
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by the Russians; the Dneiper, the third largest river in 

Europe, flowing through Russian territories; the Od e r, 

flowing through Poland; the Arno an d the Po in Italy; the 

Rhine, an important river in Germany; the Elbe, Germany's 

second most important waterway; the Weser, an important 

river in Germany; the Obi, a great river in Sib e ria; the 

Lena, one of the larg e st rivers in Siberia. Whitma n 

selected nam e s of the rivers of Europe which hav e bee n 

very useful from the historical and cultural point of view. 

The civilization of Europe started mostly on the banks of 

the mighty rivers. 

I see where the Seine flows, and where the Danube, 
the Loire, the Rhon e , and the Guadalquiver 
flow, 

I see the windings of the Volga, the Dn e ip e r, the 
Oder 

I see the Tuscan going down the Arno, and the 
Venetian along the Po. 

("Salut au Monde~" p. 130) 

The rivers of Asia, including India, are the Amour, 

a great river in no rtheast Asia called by the Chin e se Hei Ho, 

which me ans Black River; the Yellow River, the second 

largest river in China, called uchina's Sorrowl!; the 

Yangtse river, the longest in Asia; the Pearl River, 

called by another name in China, the Canton river. A few 

rivers of India are mentioned in "Salut au Monde~" as 

follows: th e Ganges, the sacred river of India; the Indus, 

which flows through Kashmir, Punjab, and East Pakistan. 



Th e Euphrates, of Asia Minor, is referred to in "'Passage to 

India": 

Cooling airs from Caucasus, far, soothing cradle 
of man, 

The river Euphra tes flowing, the past lit up again. 
(p. 325) 

Rivers in Africa are named in "Salut au Monde!" as 

follows: the Nile, the long e st riv e r in Egypt and one of 

the greatest rivers of the world; the Niger, the third 

larg es t river in Africa; and the Congo, the second larg est 

river in Africa, a river with many famous cataracts and 

waterfalls. 

Whitman was greatly moved emotionally wh e n he was 
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near rivers. In "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," h e wrot e : ltFlow 

on, river! flow with the flood-tide, and ebb with the ebb-

tide" (p. 148). He was inspired by the Mississippi river, 

which he wrote of thus in his pros e work, Sp ec imen ~ 

(p. 192): 

Earth's Most Important Stream 

Th e valley of the Mississippi river and its 
tributaries, comprehends more than twelve hun d r ed 
thousand square miles, th e greater part prairi es . It 
is by far the most important stream on the globe, and 
would seem to have been marked out by design slow
flowing from north to south, through a dozen climates, 
all fitted for man's healthy occupancy, its outlet 
unfrozen all the year, and its line forming a safe, 
ch e a p continental avenue for commerce and passage 
from the north temperate to th e torrid zone. Not 
even th e mighty Amazon (though larger in volum e) on 
its line of east and west--not the Nile in Africa, 
nor the Danube in Europe, nor th e three gr ea t rivers 



of China, compare with it. Only the Mediterranean 
Sea has play'd some such part in history, and all 
through the past as the Mississippi is destined to 
play in the future. 

As I have said, throughout his life, when he wrote 

of places that he knew, Whitman often referred to their 

relation to waters, as in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," in 

"Mannahatta," and "Paumanok"': 

Sea-beauty! stretch'd and basking! 
One side thy inland ocean laving, broad, with 

copious commerce, steamers, sails, 
And one the Atlantic's wind caressing, fierc e or 

gentle--mighty hulls dark-gliding in the 
distance, 

Isle of sweet brooks of drinking-water--healthy 
air and soil! 

Isle of the salty shore and breeze and brine! 
(p. 385) 

Waters we re one of the most important sources of 

inspiration to Whitman. In Specimen ~' for example, h e 

referred to the great influence that the sea had upon him: 

Hours, days, in my Long Island youth and 
early manhood, I haunted the shores of Rockaway or 
Coney island, or away east to the Hamptons or 
Montauk. Once, at the latter place, (by th e old 
lighthouse, nothing but sea-tossings in sight in 
every direction so far as the eye could reach,) I 
remember well, I felt that I must on e day write a 
book expressing this liquid, mystic theme. After
ward, I recollect, how it came to me that instead 
of any special lyrical or epical or literary attempt, 
the sea-shore should be an invisible influence, a 
pervading gauge and tally for me , in my composition. 

(p. 119) 
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In ecstasy, h e spoke in verse of longing for life on o r 

near waters, as he did in "A Song of Joys": 

0 to ha v e b e en brought up on bays, lagoons, cr ee ks, 
or along th e coast, 

To continue and be employ ' d t he r e all my lif e . 
(p. 159) 

The seas, wav e s, ships, an d t ide s p rovided him 

th e mes for me ditation, for h e kn e w the s e a: ur know e v e ry 

o n e of you, I know the s e a of torment, doubt, d e spair a n d 

unb e lief" ("Song of Myself," p. 88). He imagin e d h ims e lf 
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situat e d wh e re h e could tak e in at a glanc e th e e ntir e sea: 

I stand as on som e mighty e agl e 's be ak, 
Eastward the sea absorbing, vi e wing, (nothing but 

sea and sky,) 
Th e tossing wav e s, the foam, the ships in the 

distan ce , 
Th e wild unrest, the snowy, curling ca p s- - that 

in b oun d urg e and urge of wav e s, 
S e eking the shores forever. 

(,.From Montau k Point," p. 38 5 ) 

Th e oc e an was "hoarse and sibilant" ("A s I Eb b 'd with th e 

Oc e an of Life," p. 2 14 ). In the storm, it was "wild and 

dismal": 

0 storm, e mbo d i ed , risin g , car ee ring with swift 
steps along th e b e a ch! 

0 wild and dismal night storm , with wind--0 
be lching and desperate! 

(nT e ars,u p. 217) 

He said the "oc e an waves" we r e n a r ousabl e to fury and to 

de ath" ("A Font of Type," p. 386). He wrot e of wa ve s as 



"oceans musical, chaotically surging" ("The Mystic 

Trumpeter," p. 359). He referred to the seas as "path-

less and wild seas" ("Song of the Open Road, .. p. 140) and 

The boundless blue on every side expanding, 
With whistling winds and music of the waves, the 

large imperious waves. 
("In Cabin'd Ships at Sea," p. 31) 
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He wrote of "the infinite oceans" ("Eidolons," p. 34). Thus 

he wrote many times of the seas, the ships, the waves, and 

the fathomless and measureless oceans. 

He also used bodies of water symbolically. The sea 

was a symbol of eternity and a journey for him. He wrote: 

"The divine ship sails the divine sea" ("A Song of the 

Rolling Earth," p. 192). He wrote in "Autumn Rivulets" of 

the "fusion of ocean and land, tender and pensive waves" 

(p. 286). He wrote of how madly the sea "pushes upon the 

land with love, with love" ("Out of the Cra d le Endlessly 

Rocking," p. 211). He personified the sea as a woman: 

As I walk'd wh e re the ripples continually wash you 
Paumanok, 

Where they rustle up hoarse and sibilant, 
Where the fi8rce old mother endlessly cries for h e r 

castaways, 
I musing late in the autumn day, gazing off south-

ward. 
("As I Ebb'd with the Ocean of Life," p. 214) 

After two pages, he repeated the personification: 

Ebb o c ean of life (the flow will return,) 
Cea~e not your moaning you fierce old mother, 



Endlessly cry for your castaways, but fear not, 
deny not me, 

Rustle not up so hoarse and angry against my feet 
as I touch you or gather from you. 

(p. 216) 

Elsewhere he personified the sea as a nurse: 

Thou sea that pickest and cullest the race in time, 
and unitest na t ions, 

Suckled by thee, old husky nurse, embodying thee, 
Indomitable, untamed as thee. 

("Song for All Seas, All Ships, .. p. 220) 

Thus he personified, chanted, glorified, and addressed 
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waters: flowing waters and bodies of waters--oceans, seas, 

gulfs, bays, straits, deeps, and lakes. 

Among the major bodies of water, Whitman referred 

to the Atlantic ocean, with which he was acquainted, and to 

four other oceans which he had not seen but of which he had 

read--the Pacific, the Arctic, the Antarctic, and nthe 

waters of Hindustan," usually referred to as the Indian 

ocean: 

I see huge dreadful Arctic and Antarctic icebergs, 
I see the superior oceans and th e inferior ones, 

the Atlantic and Pacific • 
The waters of Hindustan 

("Salut au Mond e !" p. 129) 

In "Starting from Paumanok," h e referred to the "mysterious 

ocean where the streams empty" (p. 44); and, identifying 

himself with them, he said: "You oceans that have been calm 

within me~ how I feel you, fathomless, stirring, p r e paring 
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unprecedented waves and stormsn ("Song of Myself," p. 48). 

Referring to the At l a n tic and the Pacific, Whitman used th e 

word "s e a" in "Song at Sunset": "As I bath ed on the b e ach 

of th e Eastern Sea, and again on the be ach of Western Sea .. 

(p. 378). The Eastern Sea is th e Atlantic o cean, and the 

Western Sea is th e Pacific ocean. In HMe Imperturben 

Whitman referred to the Gulf of Mexico as th e Mexican Sea. 

In "Salut au Monde!" he wrote of "th e clear sunn'd Mediter-

ranean," "the White sea, and the sea around Greenland" 

(p. 129). He added more names in "Salut au Monde!" 

I s ee • the sea of Mexico, the Brazilian s e a, 
an d th e s e a of Peru, 

The waters of Hin d ustan, the China Sea • 
(p. 129) 

Not all th e waters that Whitman named were known to 

him. He wrote of some which he could imagine an d of which 

he had read. He used in his ~maginary lin e s de tails from 

his childhood experiences on seashores and his sailing trips. 

In the following, he wrote of a sea that he had never seen, 

but he gave realistic de tails: 

We sail the arctic sea, it is plenty light enough, 
Through the clear atmosphere I stretch around on 

the wonderful bea u ty, 
The enormous masses of ice pass me and I pass th e m, 

th e scenery is plain in all directions, 
Th e white-topt mountains show in th e distance, I 

fling out my fancies toward them. 
("Song of Myself," pp. 77-78) 
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Whitman referred to "the Zuyder Zee or the Sch e ld," of which 

he had read, and he traversed the sea in his imagination. 

Some of the bodies of water which he called seas are not 

what geographers call seas. In fact, Whitman might speak 

of a seashore, a sea-b e ach, or a seacoast when h e had an 

ocean in mind. 

In addition to oceans an d seas, Whitman referred to 

bays with which he was familiar. He mention e d th e Chesapeake 

and the Delaware in "Starting from Paumanok." He me ntion ed 

the Narragans e tt Bay State, which is Rhode Island, situated 

on the shore of the Narragansett Bay. In Speciman ~' 

for examp le, he ref e rred to his acquaintan ce with a bay 

region: 

The eastern end of Long Islan d , the Peconic 
bay region, I knew quite well too--sail'd more than 
on ce around Shelt e r island, and down to Montauk- 
spent many an hour on Turtle hill by the old lig ht
house, on the extreme point, looking out ov e r th e 
ceaseless roll of the Atlan t ic. 

(pp. 11-12) 

In "Years of Meteors," he recalled seeing a big ship on the 

bay close to his islan d : 

Nor forget I to sing of th e wonder, the ship as sh e 
swam up my bay, 

Well-shap ed and stately the Great Eastern swam up 
my bay, she was 600 fe et long. 

(p. 204 ) 

The shallow bay of Pauma nok , Whitman was very well acquainted 

wit h. He spent hours on the sandy shores of the bay in his 



early childh o od and in his youth. He wrote in nour Old 

Feuillag e ": "Northward, on the sands, on some shallow bay 

of Paumanok, I with parties of snowy herons wading in the 

wet to seek worms and aquatic plants" (p. 157). He could 

catalogue the bays of oth er parts of the world with th e 

help of a revolving globe or the maps which he mi ght have 

kept before him for r e ference. He wrote of bays: 

The Japan waters, th e be autiful bay of Nagasaki 
land-lock'd in its mountains, 

The spread of the Baltic, Caspian, Bothnia, the 
British shores, and the bay of Biscay, 

Others cape Horn • . oth e rs Hu ds on's bay or 
Baffin's bay. 

(nSalut au Monde~" pp. 129-130) 

Twenty lin e s later he referred to Egina bay: "I s ee th e 
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Greek seaman sailing out of Egina bay." Elsewhere in nsalut 

au Monde!,. he alluded to the Gulf of Me xico and the Gulf 

of Guinea as he catalogued the straits, imagining marin e rs 

and th e ir ships that doubled capes and passed straits: 

Others Dondra head, oth e rs pass the straits of 
Sunda, oth e rs cape Lopatka, oth e rs Behring 
straits, 

Others pass the straits of Dover, others enter th e 
Wash, others the firth of Solway, oth e rs 
round cape Clear, others the Lan d 's En d , 

Others traverse the Zuyder Ze e or the Sch e id, 
Others as comers and goers at Gibraltar or th e 

Dardanelles. 
(p. 130) 
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Thus Whitman said in fancy, "I have run throug h 

what any river or strait of the glob e has run throughn 

("Sal ut au Monde!" p. 135). He ref e rr e d to th e Great Lak e s--

Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, and Lak e Erie in "Starting from 

Paumanok" (p. 46). He actually cross e d or sa i l e d over the 

Great Lakes, but in "0 Magn e t-South," he floated in fancy 

in Lake Ok e echo bee in Florida: "Again in Florid a I flo a t 

on the transparent lak e s, I float on th e Ok eec h o b e e " (p. 363). 

He could recall th e boatm e n and th e fish e rm e n wh om h e h a d 

s ee n, and he could imagin e oth e rs: 

A boatman ov e r lakes or bays or along coasts, a 
Ho osier, a Bdger, Buc key e ; 

At home on Kana d ian sn o w-sh o es or up in th e bush, 
or with fish e rm e n off Ne wfoundland, 

At hom e in th e fle e t of ic e -boats, sailing with th e 
rest and tacking. 

("Song of Mys e lf," p. 6 2 ) 

He saw in his imagination: "You oliv e -growe r t e n d in g your 

fruit on fields of Nazareth, Damascus, or La ke Tib e rias!tt 

("Salut a u Monde~" p. 134 ). 

Thus, having mentioned th e bodies of wa t er which 

Whitman ref e rred to in Le aves £1 Gra~, I look into th e 

wat e r for living cr e atures or marin e lif e : 

Dumb swimm e rs th e r e among th e ro c k s , coral, glut e n, 
grass, rush e s, an d th e alim e nt of th e swimm e rs, 

Sluggish exist e n c e s grazing th e r e susp e nd e d, or 
slowly crawling c los e to th e bo ttom, 

Th e sperm-whal e a t th e surfac e blowing air a n d spray, 
or dis p or t ing with his flukes, 

The lea de n- e ye d s hark, th e walrus th e turtl e th e 
. ' ' hairy s e a - l e op ar d , and th e sting-ray. 

("Th e Wo rl d Be lo w th e Brin e ," p. 2 19) 
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Whitman kn e w, from his boyhood experiences, the different 

kinds of living creatures which are found in bodies of 

water. In ~cim~l ~' h e said, "As a boy I often we nt 

forth with a chum or two, on thes e froz e n fields, with 

hand-sled, ax e an d e e l-spear, aft e r ma sses of eels" (p. ll). 

Whitman wrote vicariously of not only th e whal e man 

but also of the whale wounded b y th e whaleman in "A Song 

of Joys": 

0 t h e whalem a n's j o ys ! 0 I cruis e my old c ruis e 
again! 

I fe e l th e ship's motion und e r me , I f ee l th e 
Atlantic bre e zes fanning me , 

I h e ar th e cry again sent down from the mast-h e a d , 
Th e re--sh e blows! 

Again I spring up th e rig g ing to look with the rest- 
we de sc e nd, wild with e xcitem e nt, 

I leap in th e lo we r'd boat, we row toward our pr e y 
wh e re sh e li e s, 

We approach st e althly an d sil e nt, I s ee th e 
mountainous mass lethargic, baskin g , 

I see th e harpoon e r stan d ing u p , I s ee th e we a p on 
dart from his vigorous arm; 

0 swift again far out in th e oc e an th e wound e d whal e , 
settling, runnin g to windward, tows me, 

Again I s e e him ris e to b re ath e , we row clos e again, 
I s e e a la n c e d riv e n through his sid e , pr e ss'd dee p, 

turn'd in the wound, 
Again we back off, I s e e him settl e again, th e lif e 

is l e aving him fast, 
As h e ris e s he spouts bloo d , I s ee him swim in 

circl e s narrower a n d narro we r, s wiftly c ut t ing 
the wat e r- - I s ee him d i e , 

He gives one c onvu l siv e l e a p in th e ce ntr e of the 
circl e , and th e n falls flat an d still in th e 
bloody foam. 

(p p . 160 -1 6 1) 

He wrote of men fishing for salmon, in a shor t poem 

o f four lin e s: 



On my Northwest coast in the midst of the night a 
fishermen's group stands watching, 

Out on th e lake that expands before them, oth e rs 
a re sp e aring salmon, 

The canoe, a dim sha dow y thing, moves across the 
black water, 

Bearing a torch ablaze at the prow. 
("Th e To r ch," p. 312) 

He wrote of the seal-seekers an d the porp oise -hunters. He 
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could write of experiences which oth e r p e ople in other parts 

of th e earth would have: 

I s ee the sharp- e yed Samoi e de and the Fin n , 
I s ee th e seal-s ee ker in his boat poising his lan ce , 
I s ee the Siberian on his slight-built sl e dg e drawn 

by dogs, 
I s ee the porpoise-hunters, I se e th e whale drews of 

the south Pa c ific and the north Atlantic. 
("Salut au · Monde!" p. 13 2 ) 

Whitman wrot e not only of the whaleman and th e 

fisherman but of sailors, captains, . pilots, steersmen, and 

mariners. He was familiar with the life of seamen. He 

described their experiences with dang e rs and their trium p hs: 

Aboard at a ship's he lm, 
A young steersman steering wi th care. 

Through fog on a sea-coast dolefully ringing, 
An ocean-bell--O a warning bell, rock'd by the 

waves. 

For as on th e alert 0 steersman, you min d th e loud 
admonition, 

Th e bows turn, the fr e ight ed ship tacking speeds 
away un der her gray sails, 

The beautiful an d nob le ship with all h e r precious 
wealth sp eed s away gayly and saf 2 . 

("Aboard at a Ship's He lm," p. 2 18) 



He recalled the unnamed heroes in th e ships and wrote of 

sailors and sea-captains: 

Of unnamed heroes in the ships--of waves spreading 
and spreading far as the eye can reach, 

Of dashing spray, and th e winds piping and blowing, 
And out of these a chant for the sailors of all 

nations, 
Fitful, like a surg e . 
Of sea-captains young or old, and the mates, and of 

all intrepid sailors, 
Of th e few, very choice, taciturn, whom fate can 

never surprise nor death dismay. 
("Song for All Seas, All Ships," p. 2 20) 
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At night, as he listened to th e different sounds of 

the waves and the waters, 

An d that night while all was still I h e ard the 
waters roll slowly continually up the shor e s, 

I heard the hissing rustle of the liquid and sands 
as directed to me whisp e ring to congratulate 
me, 

("Wh e n I He ard at th e Close 
of the Day," p. 119) 

he thought seriously of these waters. He thought of man's 

tragic experiences on the seas in "A Riddle Song": 

How many ships have sailed and sunk for it! 
Ho w many travelers started from their hom e s and 

n e 'er returned! 
(p. 366) 

He medita t ed upon the ocean and its ways when h e said "I 
Jl 

resign myself to you also--I gu e ss what you mean," and he 

wanted to identify himself with the sea: 



Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you. 
Sea of stretch'd ground-swells, 
Sea breathing broad and convulsive breaths, 
Se a of th e brine of life and of unshov e ll'd yet 

always-ready graves, 
Howler and scooper of storms, capricious and dainty 

sea, 
I am integral with you, I too am of on e phas e an d of 

all phases. 
(uSong of Myself," p p . 6 5-66) 

He thought of a voyager and of his adv e ntur e s: 

Now land an d lif e finale and farew e ll, 
Now Voyag e r de part, (much, much for th e e is ye t 

in store,) 
Often enough hast thou a d ve ntur'd o 'er th e s e as, 
Cautiously cruising, studying the charts, 
Duly again to port and hawser's ti e r e turning; 
Bu t now ob e y thy ch e rish'd s e cret wish, 
Embrac e thy fri e nds, l e av e all in ord e r, 
To port and h aw se r's tie no mor e r e turning, 
De part upon thy e ndless cruise old sailor. 

("Now Finale to the Shor e ," p. 38 2 ) 
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He r e call ed with sadness the ships an d th e voyag e rs wh o sail 

th e unknown, stormy, an d dangerous s e as courageously, sail 

with hop e for succ e ss but nev e r r e turn: 

To my mind, (whenc e it com e s I know n o t,) sp e ctral 
in mist of a wreck at s e a, 

Of c e rtain ships, how they sail from port with 
f 1 y i n g s t.re am e r s a n d w a f t e d k i s s e s , an d t h a t i s 
the last of th e m. 

(,.Thought," p. 349 ) 

Whitman liv e d in an e ra wh e n t ec hnolo g y was making 

rapid progr e ss, r e vo lutionizing th e mod e s of tran s portation 

an d communication. He ha d a be autiful vi 0 ion of th e im p a c t 

of t e chn o logy on th e p eopl e of oth e r contin e nts. He 



visualised spanning the East and the West, spanning the 

glob e , and crossing the oceans of the globe in order to 

bring the people of different cultures and traditions into 

close contact with one another. He dreamed of uniting the 

c o n t i n e n t s b y s p a n n i n g t h e o c e a n s i n '' S o n g o f E x p o s i t i o n u : 

With latest connections, works, th e inter-transporta
tion of the world, 

Steam-pow e r, the great express lines, gas, p e troleum, 
These triumphs of our time, the Atlantic's delicate 

cable, 
Th e Pacific railroad, the Su e z canal, the Mont Cenis 

and Gothard and Hoosac tunn e ls, the Brooklyn 
bridge, 

This earth all spann'd with iron rails, with lines 
of steamships threading e very sea, 

Our own rondure, the current globe I bring. 
(p. 177) 

In "Passag e to India," Whitman anticipated a world united 

through love and understanding: 

Reckoning ahead 0 soul, when thou, the tim e achiev'd, 
The seas all cross'd, weather'd the ca pe s, the 

voyag e s done, 
Surrounded, copest, frontest God, yield e st, the aim 

attain'd, 
As filled with friendship, love complet e , the Elder 

Brother found, 
Th e Younger me lts in fondness in his arms. 

(p. 3 27) 

This he believed to be man's divine destiny: 

Lo, soul, seest thou not God's purpose from the 
first? 

Th e e arth to be spann'd, connected by n e twork, 
Th e races, neighbors, to marry and be given in 

marriage, 
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The oce a ns to be cross'd, the distant brought ne ar, 
The lan d s to be wel ded together. 

A wors hip new I sing, 
You captains, vo yag e rs, explorers, yours, 
You engineers, you archite c ts, machinists, yours, 
You, not for trad e or trans po rtation only, 
But in God's nam e , and for thy sake 0 soul. 

(p. 322) 

TEXAS WOi-~J.\1;',' ;· VERSITY 
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