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PREFACE

I HAVE CHOSEN 250 FROM THE ALMOST 2800 LETTERS IN
the six-volume edition of The Correspondence of Walt Whitman, which 1
edited for the New York University Press edition of The Collected Writings
of Walt Whitman.

The earliest letter was written when Whitman was twenty-one, a school-
teacher fumbling to establish his identity and to find a sense of direction.
The last was penned nine days before his death on March 26, 1892, when he
was approaching his seventy-third birthday. The final letter, actually a note,
consisted of thirteen words. He was barely able to shape the letters of his
final “God bless you” to his favorite sister, Hannah.

Whitman had strong convictions that letters were intended to connect
people in affectionate bonds, not to provide a vehicle for discussions of liter-
ary and intellectual matters. He did not subscribe to the belief that poets are
the unacknowledged legislators of the world. He sought fame eagerly, even
calculatedly in his self-puffs, but he craved loving relationships more.

The letters constitute an autobiography, but an admittedly limited one,
for he also unfolded other self-portraits in his poetry and in his prose writ-
ings. From the letters he excluded with notable consistency the struggles,
doubts, and ecstasies of the creativity which, almost miraculously in the ab-
sence of a preparatory foreground, at age thirty-six, transformed him from a
journalist and author of no unusual promise into a revolutionary poet whose
“barbaric yawp” sounded “over the roofs of the world,” in a new poetry,
almost a new language, which outraged many readers because of its frank-
ness, confused others, and inspired, even ravished, a limited audience which
longed for a new voice in that century in search of a hero.

We see in these letters the man immersed in the factualities and imme-
diacies of life, not in moments of epiphany. In his poetry he depicts kosmic
(he preferred this spelling) immensities and pictures the humble, groping
democratic masses as partners of the Homeric heroes in the eternal rthythms
and cycles of the universe.

The voice in the prose of the letters is simple, direct, colloquial; only
rarely does art intrude with its affectations. Other voices emerge in the prose
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xii Preface

writings, sometimes oratorical in the nineteenth-century rhetorical tradition,
sometimes acetbic, like Mark Twain, in the political and social comments,
and sometimes flat in the style of contemporary journalism.

Only when we hear and listen to all the voices will we begin to understand
this man whose complexities have confounded and eluded biographers and
critics for more than a century.

EXCEPT for the letters written in 1840 and 1841, which surfaced only a few
years ago, the texts are those of the New York University Press edition. I
have not attempted a so-called diplomatic text, which would be a literal
transcription of what Whitman wrote. Fully aware of the objections that can
be raised, I have evolved what I hope is a consistent compromise text. I have
taken no extreme liberties with Whitman’s correspondence, but in my judg-
ment nothing except pedantry would be served by perpetuating in print
Whitman’s understandable carelessness in personal communications. There-
fore, I have made modifications to make the letters more readable, without
destroying their informality. I have eliminated confusing double punctuation
and have silently inserted commas (and occasionally parentheses) around
parenthetical expressions or last-minute interpolations. Spelling errors, on
the other hand, I have not corrected, nor have I resorted to the ugly sic tech-
nique. In the notes I have retained the spelling of Whitman’s correspon-
dents, although I have inserted end punctuation out of sympathy for the
reader. I have also kept Whitman’s ever-present ampersand and &-c., as well
as his dashes, since they differentiate his letters from his formal prose. I do
not attempt, as some editors have done, to approximate the length of the
dashes. Initials, abbreviations, and certain words are expanded in square
brackets whenever necessary for clarity. As anyone who has read Whitman’s
letters in manuscript knows, his paragraphing is often bewildering. I have
simply used my own judgment; I had no alternative. Finally, I should note
that for consistency, I have not hesitated to apply the principles outlined
here to the letters which I have had to reproduce from printed sources, the
originals not being available.

The headings of the letters have been shortened and standardized both
for clarity and convenience. In this selection of Whitman’s letters I have de-
leted repetitious and irrelevant material, with the customary ellipses. Follow-
ing each letter appears one of three notations: Ms, with citation of its loca-
tion; DRAFT LETTER, which Whitman recopied before mailing; and
TEXT, which indicates that the letter is unlocated, probably lost, and that
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the transcription is based on a copy or a printed source, the accuracy of
which cannot be verified.

The letters are arranged chronologically in seven sections: 18401841,
1842—1860, 1861—-1865, 1866—1873, 1873—1881, 18811889, and 1890—1892.
There is a commentary preceding each section which clarifies the biographi-
cal reasons for these divisions and supplies readers with essential back-
ground materials, historical as well as personal.

The notes are compressed versions of those in The Correspondence of
Walt Whitman.

The following abbreviations appear:

Barrus—Clara Barrus, Whitman and Burroughs Comrades (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1931).

Corr.—The Correspondence of Walt Whitman, ed. Edwin Haviland Mil-
ler (New York: New York University Press, 1961—1977), six volumes.

Prose Works 1892—Walt Whitman: Prose Works 1892, ed. Floyd Sto-
vall (New York: New York University Press, 1964), two volumes.

Traubel—Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden (1908—
1982), six volumes.
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INTRODUCTION

IN A CONVERSATION WITH HIS BOSWELL, HORACE TRAU-
bel, in 1888, Walt Whitman observed that the correspondence between Car-
lyle and Emerson, which had recently been published, “would be impossible
to me, though I see it is all right in itself and for them. It is a matter of
taste—of temperament. I don’t believe I ever wrote a purely literary letter—
ever got discussing books or literary men or writers or artists of any sort in
letters: the very idea of it makes me sick. I like letters to be personal—very
personal—and then stop.”! Literary letters, he insisted, are “too deliberate,
too much prepared, too top-loftical—too infernally top-loftical. God never
made men this way: this is the way men are made when they are made over
by men—ctreations of strain, creations for effect.”?

“I never think about literary perfection in letters either,” he wrote to a
Civil War soldier. “It is the man & the feeling.”> To Hugo Fritsch, a young
New York bohemian of Austrian origin, he said: “You express your thoughts
perfectly—do you not know how much more agreeable to me is the conver-
sation or writing that does not take hard paved tracks, the usual & stereo-
typed, but has little peculiarities & even kinks of its own, making its genu-
ineness—its vitality?” In another conversation with Traubel, he more or less
summarized his position in regard to letter writing: “My main motive would
be to say things: not to say them prettily—not to stun the reader with sur-
prises—but to say them—to shoot my gun without a flourish and reach the
mark if I can.”*

Whitman, as one would expect of a man who admitted that his contradic-
tions were mountainous, was not quite consistent. He adopted the epistolary
style appropriate to the occasion and the correspondent, and syntax and dic-
tion took on various colorations and intonations. But the finest letters in this
selection—the most feeling and moving and therefore the most Whitman-
esque—are those to the members of his own family, to the soldiers, and to
the various youths who became his comrades. The reason is simple: his heart
was engaged. He never shed with advancing years a childlike excitement and
unquenched enthusiasm for commonplace and seemingly trivial events. “My
darling boy,” he wrote to Lewis K. Brown, “when you write to me, you must
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xvi Introduction

write without ceremony, I like to hear every little thing about yourself &
your affairs—you need never care how you write to me, Lewy, if you will
only.”” If we listen closely to that final clause, we hear the plea of a lonely
man, a solitary singer (to quote the title of Gay Wilson Allen’s definitive bi-
ography). He offered the same advice to Fritsch after inquiring about oper-
atic performances in New York during the war: “Only dont run away with
that theme, & occupy too much of your letter with it—but tell me mainly
about all my dear friends, & every little personal item, & what you all do, &
say &c.” Although he much admired Edward Dowden, the Irish critic,
Whitman was willing to exchange literary chitchat up to a point, but con-
cluded with this suggestion: “My friend, next time you write say more about
yourself, family & Mrs. Dowden, to whom with yourself best love & re-
gards.” Despite spurious claims in answer to an insistent inquiry from John
Addington Symonds, he never fathered a family of his own, but the family
was a lifelong preoccupation, an unfulfilled longing.

His letters, then, have little to say about the nineteenth-century intellec-
tual, artistic, and political context, not because he was uninterested in such
matters but because his value system emphasized human bonds. Artistic the-
ory and discussions he left to critics, which may be one of the reasons his
influence on his successors was often limited: his anti-intellectualism pro-
vided no clear-cut ideology or guide. “Shoulder your duds, and I will mine,
and let us hasten forth.”

A cursory reading of the day-to-day accounts of Traubel during the clos-
ing years of the poet’s life illustrates how important letters were to him, how
necessary for him was the connection with the world outside. He was always
disappointed, Traubel informs us, if the postman passed without stopping:
“Whitman loves to receive letters—any letters, provided they are in the true
sense human documents.”® He acknowledged, even somewhat lamented,
the decline of the art of letter writing: “I was never a fulsome correspondent
myself—wrote no superfluous letters: wrote very deliberately: often made a
draft of my notes. . . . It involved a lot of useless work—made a man a slave:
a long letter was half a day’s job: God! I used to sweat over it even in cold
weather.”” As he aged he became a postcard writer, but to close friends,
particularly in the years when his health kept him indoors for extended peri-
ods, he dropped a line almost daily, informing them of his health, his visi-
tors, the trivia of existence, to be sure, but it was his way of keeping up inter-
course with the world.

Although Whitman called attention to himself by the garb he self-
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consciously assumed—he was always something of a poseur, and knew it—
he never allowed his status as a poet to come between him and the soldiers
in the military hospitals or the people he greeted as he sauntered down the
streets of Brooklyn, New York, Washington, Camden, and Philadelphia. Yet,
beginning with the appearance of Leaves of Grass in 1855, he utilized every
available tactic of self-promotion to establish himself as the first great Ameri-
can poet, the bard of a teeming, dynamic democracy. He published anony-
mous reviews of his own poetry on the incontestable principle that no one
else was in a better position to render a critical evaluation, and sent notices
of events in his life to as many as half a dozen newspapers here and in Can-
ada, with a release date. He deliberately kept himself before the American
public. He has been censured for his unauthorized exploitation of Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s famous letter written a few weeks after the appearance of
the first edition of Leaves of Grass, but he seemingly had no compunctions.
He hungered for acceptance and fame as a poet, but he also hungered for
acceptance as a simple human being named Walt Whitman, the only poet
who has succeeded in establishing a first-name relationship with the public.

One night late in life when Whitman was housebound because of illness,
Traubel read aloud a letter written during the Civil War which described the
reaction of a critically wounded soldier named Caleb Babbitt. “On hearing
your name,” the correspondent wrote, “he brightened up and gave me a
warm welcome.” “Do you know, Horace,” Whitman observed to Traubel,
“such things as that—just little things, insignificant things—are the big
things of life after all> Babbitt didn’t say I wrote beautiful poems or did any-
thing that people look at but that he just ‘brightened up’ on hearing my
name mentioned. Ain’t that a thousand times better than writing poems—
just that—to brighten up those who suffer?”®

Many years after Whitman’s death, John Burroughs, the nineteenth-
century naturalist and friend of the poet, complained of Whitman’s “brief
and matter-of-fact letters” and alleged that “he let himself go only in his
poems.”’® Burroughs’s judgment of the letters he had received was correct,
but his statement does not apply to Whitman’s letters as a whole. For the
best letters are hardly “matter-of-fact”; rather they are lovely prose creations
of an affectionate man who was denied the affection he craved and needed.
In these letters one almost hears Whitman speaking. The letter to the pzr-
ents of a dead soldier, Erastus Haskell, resonates with the tenderness of a
man who laments the useless loss of youth in war, the loneliness of death, the
grief of the parents, and his own feelings for all the losses he himself has
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suffered. In the crescendo which he quietly achieves at the conclusion, he
addresses the dead youth, the parents, and himself.

Poor dear son, though you were not my son, I felt to love you as a son,
what short time I saw you sick & dying here—it is as well as it is, per-
haps better—for who knows whether he is not better off, that patient &
sweet young soul, to go, than we are to stay? So farewell, dear boy—it
was my opportunity to be with you in your last rapid days of death—no
chance as I have said to do any thing particular, for nothing could be
done—only you did not lay here & die among strangers without having
one at hand who loved you dearly, & to whom you gave your dying
kiss—

Whitman felt early in life what it meant to be a stranger. As he observed to
Traubel, “You know how for the most part I have always been isolated from
my people—in certain senses have been a stranger in their midst.” *° There
were reasons why “my relations with the boys there in Washington had fa-
therly, motherly, brotherly intimations.” **

Those “fatherly, motherly, brotherly intimations” appeared early in the
life of Walter Whitman, who bore his father’s name and was the second
child in a family of eight children. One of his earliest prose works is entitled
“My Boys and Girls,” who, it turns out, bear the names of his own brothers
and sisters, as he assumes in fiction the roles which he later partly fulfilled
in life.

In “There Was a Child Went Forth,” one of his earliest poems, he depicts
seemingly an only child’s relationship to his parents before he ventures into
the larger world beyond. Walter Whitman in fact left home at age eleven,
and soon lived in boarding houses as often as at home. He moved, or drifted,
from one boarding house to another, from one job to another, as his family
moved from one house to another, going back and forth between Long Is-
land and Brooklyn, while his father tried sometimes as farmer, sometimes as
builder, to provide for his eight children. The father failed in both and also
as a provider. Neither the family nor the young Walter in their restless move-
ments established enduring attachments to neighborhoods or to neighbors.
And it perhaps follows that the landscapes the poet was to create were delin-
eated with vague contours and peopled with stereotypes rather than com-
plex, full-blooded humans, and that the “I” of the poetry wanders for the
most part alone in vast, vague spaces inhabited by large numbers of people
identified by their social function and types, not baptized or dignified with
names, nor allowed distinctive voices to engage in dialogue.
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Walter Whitman, we would say, was denied his youth, although in his day
it had not become an idealized state to be evoked after experiencing at first-
hand life’s disenchantments and fractures. There is in his poetry a substruc-
ture that hints at loss and regret in conflict with the insistent exultations of
faith and affirmation of life and American democracy. To Traubel in 1888 he
alleged: “Day by day, in these elder years of my life, I see how lucky I was
that I was myself thrown out early upon the average earth—to wrestle for
myself—among the masses of people—never living in coteries: that I have
always lived cheek by jowl with the common people—yes indeed, not only
bred that way but born that way.” 2 However, according to Grace Gilchrist,
Whitman confessed to a “very restless and unhappy” childhood: “I did not
know what to do.” " No doubt both statements unfold the complex truth,
the gratifications of personal achievement against formidable odds and lin-
gering anger that in a sense he was pushed out of the house and family in
1830, at age eleven.

Although Whitman never achieved more than a minimal livelihood from
his poetry, and then only by resorting to every available tactic such as self-
promotion and acting as salesman as well as publisher of his own books, he
achieved fame and success despite limited formal education and the handi-
caps of belonging to a family disadvantaged economically and psychologi-
cally. Mary Elizabeth, George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson had rela-
tively normal lives, and the two males were even successful in their careers.
Jesse, the firstborn, however, was alcoholic like the father and was so rav-
aged by syphilis that he had to be institutionalized before his death. Andrew
Jackson was also alcoholic and married a streetwalker named Nancy, who
bore him a child after his early death. Hannah Louisa was a deeply troubled
woman, perhaps a borderline psychotic, who married at her brother Wal-
ter’s suggestion an itinerant painter, Charles L. Heyde, who in his envy
sought to ruin his brother-in-law’s reputation and threatened to desert a wife
whom, it turned out, he could not live with or without, as often happens in
such marriages. Edward, the lastborn of the Whitman children, was feeble-
minded and lived out his years as the charge of his mother and later of
George and Walt.

Although Walt was her favorite child, the mother could not make any-
thing of his meterless, rhymeless poetry. As Whitman in old age observed
seemingly without anger, although discussion of the subject unveils the dis-
appointment and lingering regret that she did not take in his poetry: “my
dear, dear mother: she and I—oh! we have been great chums: always next
to each other: always: yet my dear mother never took that part of me in.”**
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According to George, “I don’t think his father ever had an idea what Walt
was up to, what he meant,” but George asserted, presumably in answer to
suggestions that father and son were not compatible, “His relations with his
father were always friendly, always good.”" That the son almost never
referred to his father after his death in 1855 perhaps points to another
interpretation.

Though Whitman on the basis of his experience could have assumed the
role of Ishmael after the fashion of Herman Melville in his fiction, he was
bonded to the family in an ambivalent relationship, spent a lifetime in recon-
stituting familial structures and familial roles, and at the end arranged for a
family reunion not at Huntington, Long Island, his birthplace, but in Har-
leigh Cemetery in Camden.






This daguerreotype of the 1840s, the earliest known likeness of the future poet,
unveils Walter Whitman in bis twenties, a fashionable man-about-town, even perbaps
a dandy, self-conscious and affected. He was trying on roles—printer, journalist,
editor, teacher, builder of houses—as be struggled to establish an identity,
to discover, in short, Walt Whitman.

Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress



IN 1830, WHEN HE WAS ELEVEN, WALTER WHITMAN LEFT
school to work in the offices of two lawyers, James B. Clark and his son
Edward. In the following year Whitman was apprenticed to the editor of the
Long Island Patriot and for the first time boarded away from home. In 1832
he worked in the printing office, it appears, of Erastus Worthington, Jr., and
in the fall was employed by Colonel Alden Spooner of the Long Island Star.
While Walter was with Spooner, the Whitmans moved to Brooklyn, where
the son shortly joined them. When the family moved to Norwich, Long Is-
land, in 1834, he remained in Brooklyn and held various jobs there and in
New York for short periods, changing boardinghouses almost as often as he
changed jobs.

Apparently Walter was briefly reunited with his family when in 1836 he
became a schoolteacher in Norwich. He jumped from one teaching job to
another: he was at Babylon in the winter of 1836, at Smithtown in the winter
of 1837, and at Huntington, his birthplace, in the following spring. He re-
fused to work on his father’s farm, and with remarkable aggressiveness,
somehow in the unusually difficult climate following the panic of the preced-
ing year, he founded The Long Islander in 1837. About that time his brother
George, now nine, lived with him and attended his school, as Walter as-
sumed for the first time a kind of paternal role. He sold The Long Islander in
1839 and was briefly employed in Jamaica, New York, before he returned to
teaching at Woodbury, a village on Long Island.

A few years ago previously unknown letters, the earliest extant ones, were
sold to the Library of Congress at auction. All are addressed to Abraham
Paul Leech, about whom we know only that he was a bookkeeper and pre-
sumably a Democrat, since he was, like Walter, a political activist of sorts.
They met perhaps in 1839 when Walter was in Jamaica, where there was
seemingly a group of young men of approximately the same age who shunned
the somewhat stolid farmers and workers of the area.

The letters to Leech delineate a fop given to affectations in diction, literary
analogies more pretentious than substantial, and sophomoric puns mixed in
with a condescending, hostile wit. These letters expose with sharp clarity
Walter Whitman’s awkward and somewhat painful search for identity and a
self-image compatible with unstated and perhaps at the time undefined
dreams of a future free of middle-class stolidity.

The schoolteacher sneers at the citizens of Woodbury, who are “flat-
heads,” “brutes,” “contemptible ninnies,” “jackasses,” and “pudding-
brained bog-trotters.” His students are “dirty, ill-favoured young brats” and
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“coarse brown-faced girls” whose greatest sin is that they waste his time and
talent. Repeatedly he attacks the absence of “grace or good breeding” on the
part of people who have no interest either in “mental food” or in good din-
ing (only in “pot-cheese”), and whose dialect, which he mocks phonetically,
causes him to shudder. He imagines himself a displaced Hamlet as he draws
upon the “To be or not to be” speech to dramatize his plight while serving
his “period of purgation” buried in Woodbury among people whose lives,
he swears in pseudo-Shakespearean grandeur, consist of “the fag ends, the
scraps and refuse.”

His vituperative language tells us more about Walter Whitman than about
the Long Island yahoos, who cart dung and talk at the table of “the colour
and consistency of the fluids and solids ejected from the said stomach.”
There is something almost Swiftian in this excremental vision, or what he
calls “the naturality of my metaphor.” “Moved by the bowels of compas-
sion,” he begins, and then alleges that “conscience spurs me to a full confes-
sion; which generally operates on me like a good dose of calomel,” which in
turn “relieves an overhardened paunch and rumbling intestines.”

With his English spellings and his strained diction he sounds like a snotty,
disaffected schoolteacher, yet fifteen years later he is to elevate the common
people, the “denizens” of Woodbury too, and the “roughs” to heroic and
epic heights, casting in his poetic exuberance a Homeric glow over the Ameri-
can landscape.

Beneath the caustic commentary and the posturing and self-pitying
emerges a picture of a very lonely young man. In mannered prose he tells us
that when he wakens in the morning “the great round face of the sun . . .
almost seems to kiss me with a loving kiss.—I am generally dressed and
reach to receive him at his first appearance.” Then he describes his “sanctum
sanctorum, which profane foot invadeth not.—Its hollowed precincts are
forbidden ground to every she in the house, except for absolutely necessary
entrances, which concern the vital well-being of its lord.”

The posturing evokes two extant daguerreotypes of Walter Whitman in
the 1840s. In one, attired with a fashionable felt hat, he sits with a gloved
hand resting on a dark, beautifully polished cane, and in the other, his right
hand behind his head, he looks at us with eyes which keep us at a distance.
The daguerreotype of 1854 in which he is a workman with an exposed
undershirt introduces us to Walt Whitman.
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To Abraham Paul Leech

Woodbury, N.Y., July 30, 1840'

My friend
I feel but little in the humour for writing any thing that will have the
stamp of cheerfulness.—Perhaps it would be best therefore not to write at
all, and I don’t think I should, were it not for the hope of getting a reply.—I
believe when the Lord created the world, he used up all the good stuff, and
was forced to form Woodbury and its denizens, out of the fag ends, the
scraps and refuse: for a more unsophisticated race than lives hereabouts you
will seldom meet with in your travels.—They get up in the morning, and toil
through the day, with no interregnum of joy or leisure, except breakfast and
dinner.—They live on salt pork and cucumbers; and for a delicacy they
sometimes treat company to rye-cake and buttermilk.—Is not this enough
to send them to perdition “uncancelled, unanointed, unannealed?”—If
Chesterfield were forced to live here ten hours he would fret himself to
death: T have heard the words “thank you,” but once since my sojourn in this
earthly purgatory.—Now is the season for what they call “huckleberry
frolicks.”—TI had the inestimable ecstasy of being invited to one of these re-
fined amusements.—I went.—We each carried a tin pail, or a basket, or a
big bowl, or a pudding bag.—It was fun no doubt, but it cost me two mortal
pounds of flesh, besides numerous remnants of my apparrel, which still re-
main, for what I know, on the briars and bushes.—Was n’t it hot!—And
then our dinner—our pic-nic dinner!—there’s the rub!—Guess now what
we had.—A broken-bowl half full of cold potatoes; three or four bones
thinly garnished with dirty, greasy ham; a huge pie, made out of green
apples, molasses, and buckwheat crust; six radishes, and a tin pan of boiled
beans!!—And all this had to be washed down with a drink they called
“switchell,”? a villainous compound, as near as I could discover, of water,
vinegar, and brown sugar.—Qur conversation, too, was a caution to white
folks; it consisted principally, as you may imagine, of ethereal flashes of wit,
scraps of Homeric and Italian poetry, disquisitions on science and the arts,
quotations from the most learned writers, and suggestions on the speediest
way of making butter.—Tim Hewlett, vowed he ought to have a buss from
Patty Strong; Patty modestly declined the honour.—A struggle was the re-
sult, in which Tim’s face received permanent marks of the length of Patty’s
finger nails; and the comb of that vigorous young damsel lost some of its fair
proportions.—It was a drawn battle.—At the conclusion of this perfor-
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mance, we gathered together our forces and the bowls, baskets, and pud-
ding-bags aforesaid, and returned home; for my part feeling “particularly
and peculiarly kewrious” from the weight of amusement.—

I am much obliged for the paper you sent me.—Write soon.—Send me
something funny; for I am getting to be a miserable kind of a dog; I am sick
of wearing away by inches, and spending the fairest portion of my little span
of life, here in this nest of bears, this forsaken of all Go[d]’s creation; among
clowns and country bumpkins, flat-heads, and coarse brown-faced gitls,
dirty, ill-favoured young brats, with squalling throats and crude manners,
and bog-trotters,” with all the disgusting conceit, of ignorance and vulgar-
ity.—It is enough to make the fountains of good-will dry up in our hearts, to
wither all gentle and loving dispositions, when we are forced to descend and
be as one among the grossest, the most low-minded of the human race.—
Life is a dreary road, at the best; and I am just at this time in one of the most
stony, rough, desert, hilly, and heart-sickening parts of the journey.—But
Time is the Great Physician who cures, they say, our ills of mind and body.—
I pray the fates he may rid me of my spleen ere long.

W. W.

Ms: Library of Congress

To Abraham Paul Leech

Devil’s den, Woodbury, N.Y., August 11, 1840
My friend,

Why the dickins did n’t you come out to the whig meeting at the court
house, last Saturday week?—1I went there, with the hope of seeing you and
one or two others, as much as for any thing else.—I dare say you would have
been much gratified; at any rate you would have been astonished, for the
orator of the day related facts, and cut capers, which certainly never before
met the eye or ear of civilized man.—]Just before sun down the performance
concluded, and starting from the Clourt] H[ouse] I was overtaken by a
most impertinent shower, which drenched me to the skin; probably all the
whig enthusiasm generated on that occasion was melted down again by this
unlucky shower, for we passed loads of forlorn gentlemen, with draggle-
tailed coats, crest-fallen hats, and sour-looking phizzes.—The mighty pa-
triotism they felt was drowned by a tormenting slipperiness of coat, shirt,
and pantaloons.—

Were you ever tried?—I don’t mean tried before Squire Searing or Judge
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Strong for breach of promise or theft; but tried as they try mutton fat,
to make candles of—boiled down—melted into liquid grease?—tried as
they try martyrs at the stake?—If you havn’t—I have.—The scene was
“Huckleberry Plains,” the day Friday last—the time, from twelve o’clock, n.
until 3%2 P.M.—you see I'm not particular.—The awful occasion impressed
indelibly upon my memory every agonizing moment of that infernal excur-
sion. It was what the ladies and gentlemen of this truly refined place called a
party of pleasure.—Yes; it was delightful; fun to the back-bone: but it cost
me a sun-burnt face and neck, from which the skin is even now peeling, and
four mortal pounds of flesh which ran off in a state of dilution from my
body.—The sun poured down whole lumps of red hot fire—not a tree, not a
shed to shelter us from the intolerable glare.—I gave you in my last some
account of my first “huckleberry frolick,” but this beats it all hollow.—1I can
only wonder why I was such a thundering fool as to try it again.—

How are you all in Jamaica?—What is the news>—Do you have any
games at Twenty Questions?—Does “our portrait” yet remain in the condi-
tion of the southern banks?>—* O, how I wish I was among you for a few
hours: how tired and sick I am of this wretched, wretched hole!—I wander
about like an evil spirit, over hills and dales, and through woods, fields, and
swamps. In the manufactory of Nature, the building of these coarse gump-
heads that people Woodbury, must have been given to some raw hand, for
surely no decent workman ever had the making of them.—And these are the
contemptible ninnies, with whom I have to do, and among whom I have to
live.—O, damnation, damnation! thy other name is school-teaching and thy
residence Woodbury.—Time, put spurs to thy leaden wings, and bring on
the period when my allotted time of torment here shall be fulfilled.—Speed,
ye airy hours, lift me from this earthly purgatory; nor do I care how soon ye
lay these pudding-brained bog-trotters, amid their kindred earth.—I do not
believe a refined or generous idea was ever born in this place; the whole
concern, with all [i]ts indwellers, ought to be sunk, as Mosher says, “to
chaos.” Never before have I entertained so low an idea of the beauty and
perfection of man’s nature, never have I seen humanity in so degraded a
shape, as here.—Ignorance, vulgarity, rudeness, conceit, and dulness are the
reigning gods of this deuced sink of despair.—The brutes go barefoot, shave
once in three weeks, call “brown cow” “breown ke-ow;” live on sour milk,
rye bread, and strong pork; believe L[ong] I[sland] sound and the south bay
to be the ne plus ultra of creation; and the “gals” wear white frocks with red
ot yellow waist-ribands.—

Think, my friend, think on all this; and pray nightly for my deliverance
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from this dungeon where grace or good-breeding never were seen, and from
whence happiness fled shrieking twenty years ago.—Farewell—and may the
blessings of hope and peace, the sunshine of a joyous heart, never be absent
from you.—May the bloom of health glow on your features, the tide of joy
swell in your heart, and care and grief be strangers to your dwelling

W. Whitman

Mms: Library of Congress

To Abraham Paul Leech

Purgatory Fields, Woodbury, N.Y., August 19, 1840

Have you never heard people advance the opinion that earth is man’s
heaven or hell, according as he acts or is situated, good or evil?>—1I believe
that doctrine; or, at any rate, I believe half of it, as the man said when he was
told that his wife had twins.—That this earthly habitation is a place of tor-
ment to my miserable self, is made painfully evident every day of existence.—
Fate never made a place where dulness perched on every tree, obtuseness
located himself on every hill, and despair might be seen “sittin on a rail,”
every ten yards, as completely as in this cursed Woodbury.—Woodbury! ap-
propriate name!—it would-bury me or any being of the least wish for intelli-
gent society, in one year, if compelled to endure its intolerable insipidity,
without the hope of relief. —Before many weeks, I expect to be in the condi-
tion of those pleasant beings of whom it is said “They are nothing but skin
and bone.”—You do not know, my friend, nor can you conceive, the horrid
dulness of this place.—Making money, plodding on, and on, and on; raising
ducks, carting dung, and eating pork, are the only methods of employment
that occupy the Woodbury animals.—And as avocations of this nature never
met my fancy in any great degree, you may easily imagine what an interesting
situation I am in.—

I have eaten my dinner since the last line over leaf was written; but I don’t
know that I felt any the better as to good-humour.— What do you think I
had for dinner>—Guess, now.—Beef?—no.—Mutton?—No.—Pot-pie?
No.—Salad and iced champagne?>—No, no, no. I'll tell you in the
order that it was put up, or rather put down.—Firstly, two cold potatoes,
with the skins on, one of said potatoes, considerably nibbled in a manner
which left me in doubt whether it had been done by the teeth of a mouse or
the bill of a chicken; secondly three boiled clams, that had evidently seen
their best days;—thirdly a chunk of molasses cake made of buckwheat
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flour;—fourthly, a handful of old mouldy pot-cheese, with a smell strong
enough to knock down an ox;—fifthly, and lastly, two oblong slats of a mys-
terious substance, which I concluded, after considerable reflection, must
have been intended for bread;—this last would undoubtedly [have] been
very interesting either to a Grahamite,” or to one fond of analyzing and study-
ing out the nature of the mineral kingdom.—Was n’t this a feast for an Epi-
cure?—Think, O thou banquetter on good things, think of such an infernal
meal as that I describe, and bless the stars that thy lot is as it is.—Think,
moreover that this diabolical compound was wrapped up in [a] huge piece
of brown paper, and squeezed into a little tin pail, which said pail, being
minus in the matter of a handle or bail, had to be carried by a tow string
instead!—Imagine to yourself, now, that you see me toting along with such
an article as I [have] been describing.—Don’t T cut a pretty figure? O, ye
gods, press me not too far—pour not my cup too full—or I know what I
shall do.—Dim and dreadful thoughts have lately been floating through my
brain.—The next you hear of me, I may possibly be arraigned for murder,
or highway robbery, or assault and battery, at the least.—I am getting sav-
age.—There seems to be no relief.—Fate is doing her worst.—The devil is
tempting me in every nook and corner, and unless you send me a letter, and
Brenton remits me an armful of news, there is no telling but what I shall
poison the whole village, or set fire to this old school-house, and run away by
the light of it.—

I suppose all “your folks” are the same as usual, and that Jamaica is “situ-
ate, lying, and being” as in November last.—But do for pity’s sake forward
something or other to me soon, in the shape of mental food.—May you
grow fat with peace and good cheer.—May the sun of peace warm you, and
the dews of prosperity fall thick around your path.—May the Fates be busy
with cutting other threads than yours—and may kind fingers shield you in
the hour of death.—Adieu.—Walter Whitman
Ms: Library of Congress

To Abraham Paul Leech

Woodbury, N.Y., August 26, 1840
Dearly beloved—¢ Moved by the bowels of compassion, and pushed onward
by the sharp prickings of conscience, I send you another epistolary gem.—
For compassion whispers in mine ear that you must by this time have be-
come accustomed to the semi-weekly receipt of these invaluable morsels;
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and therefore to deprive you of the usual gift, would be somewhat similar to
sending a hungry man to bed without his supper.—Besides, conscience
spurs me to a full confession; which generally operates on me like a good
dose of calomel on one who has been stuffing immoderately, making a clear
stomach and comfortable feelings to take the place of overburdened paunch
and rumbling intestines.—Excuse the naturality of my metaphor.—

Speaking of “naturality” reminds me of the peculiarities that distinguish
the inhabitants, young and old, of this well-bred and highly romantick vil-
lage.—For instance, I was entertained the other day at dinner, with a very
interesting account by the “head of the family,” (families of fourteen or fif-
teen, in these parts, have but one head amongst them) of his sufferings from
an attack of the gripes; how he had to take ipecachuana, and antimonial
wine;’ the operation of those substances on his stomach; the colour and con-
sistency of the fluids and solids ejected from the said stomach; how long it
was before epsom salts could be persuaded to take pity on his bowels; with
many and singular concomitant matters, which, you may well imagine, con-
tributed in a high degree to the improvement of my appetite.—I frequently
have the felicity of taking my meals surrounded by specimens of the rising
generation.—I mean little young ones getting out of bed; and as “to the
pure all things are pure,” the scene of course is in a high degree edifying to
my taste and comfort.—

We have had delightful weather out here for the past few days.—The sun
at this moment is shining clear, the cool breeze is blowing, the branches of
the trees undulate, and all seems peace and joy but the mind—the m:nd,
that strange, unfathomable essence, which is, after all, the main spring of our
happiness here.—My period of purgation is almost up in these diggin’s.—
Thank the pitying fates! in two weeks more I shall wind up my affairs, and
with tears in my eyes bid a sorrowful adieu to these hallowed precincts.—
Shady walks, venerable old school-house, dismantled farms, innocent young
ideas—all—all—will I look upon for the last time.—But I must stop—I
cannot carry out the affecting thought any farther.—My heart swells, and
my melting soul almost expires with the agonizing idea.—Let me hold out a
little longer, O, ye powers!

How are politicks getting along down your way?—Is hard cider in the
ascendant; or does democracy erect itself on its tip-toes and swing its old
straw hat with a hurrah for “Little Matty?”® Down in these parts the people
understand about as much of political economy as they do of the Choctaw
language;® I never met with such complete unqualified, infernal jackasses, in
all my life—Luckily for my self-complacency they are mostly whigs.—If
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they were on my side of the wall, I should forswear loco-focoism, and turn
traitor in five minutes.— We had a swinging meeting at the Court house, last
Saturday.—I tell you what, our speakers went as far ahead of “the fat gentle-
man in striped trousers,” as a Baltimore clipper does beyond a North River
dung boat.—There was no ‘kimparysun.’

Can’t you look round Jamaica and find out whether they dont want a
teacher somewhere, for a quarter?—1I shall probably drop down there in the
course of a week or two, and stay a day.—See to it, and oblige me.—I hope
that holy angels will have you in keeping, and that the fragrance of plenty
and the musick of a pleasant heart, will never be foreign to you.—Sweet
blossoms bloom beneath your eyes, and the songs of birds gladden your
hearing!—Farewell. —

Walter Whitman

Ms: Library of Congress

To Abraham Paul Leech

Woodbury, N.Y., September 9, 1840

My dear L—I perform the thrice-agreeable office of informing you that
my purgatory here is just finishing.—In a few days more I shall be unbound
and unloosed.—At present I think it improbable that I shall pay any visit to
Jamaica, though I should like to see my friends there.—Write to me on Fri-
day, by the cars, or on Tuesday next, by the baker: after that time I shall not
be here to “receive communications.”—Q), how my spirit springs and grows
elastick at the idea of leaving this diabolical, and most [p]articularly cursed
locality!—Shades through which I have wandered; orchards that I have
plundered; old school-room, dirty-faced urchins; and moth-eaten desk, I
bid ye all a long farewell. —Pork, cucumbers, and buckwheat bread, we
must part, perhaps forever!—Solemn thought! Rye-sweetcake, sour milk,
and “scented” fish—ye dear companions of the past summer—alas! the
mouth that has known you, will know you no more.—

Dont forget to write on Friday, if you can.—Brenton will send me a pack-
age at that time, and your letter can be slipped in like a knife.—State how
Abel is; and indite the news generally. May the Saints bless you; and may
Peace never get out of humour and cut your acquaintance.

W. Whitman

Ms: Library of Congress
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To Abraham Paul Leech

Whitestone, Queens, March 25, 1841

By what Overacre would call an “exceedingly natural and extensive con-
catenation of radical causes,” I begin thinking, now that I sit down to write
to you, of the time and place that I used to hail from some eight or nine
months ago.— You no doubt remember those precious missives that sprang
almost diurnally from my teeming hand at Purgatory Place.—But that Place!
O, it makes my nerves quiver as I think of it.—Yes, anathema! anathema,
curse, curse, upon thee thou fag end of all earthly localities, infernal Wood-
bury! But I fear I am getting warm.—Let me push the subject no farther.—
The fact is, the most distant mention of that diabolical region, that country
of buckwheat dough-nuts, and pot-cheese, and rye sweet-cake, always makes
me fall a swearing.—Faugh!

Have you never in your travels come across a village where some half
dozen principal characters seemed to give a colour and tone to the whole
place?—Of such a nature is this Whitestone, which your servant now irradi-
ates with the benign light of his countenance.—The principal feature of the
place is the money making spirit, a gold-scraping and a wealth-hunting fiend,
who is a foul incubus to three fourths of this beautiful earth.—Unfortunately,
too, these “leaders™ here, set but a poor example to the rest as regards their
strict adherence to the domestick ties and institutions which old Madame
Custom has planted and nourished and made at last so deeply rooted among
us.—Enough of this however.—Do not think I am going to fall into the
splenetic, fault-finding current, on which those Woodbury documents were
set afloat.—

I am quite happy here; and when I say this, may I flatter myself that some
chord within you will throb “I am glad to hear that?”—Yes, as far perhaps
as it falls to mortal lot, I enjoy happiness here.—Of course, I build now and
then my castles in the air.—1I plan out my little schemes for the future; and
cogitate fancies; and occasionally there float forth like wreaths of smoke, and
about as substantial, my day dreams.—But, take it all in all, I have reason
to bless the breeze that wafted me to Whitestone.—We are close on the
sound.—It is a beautiful thing to see the vessels, sometimes a hundred or
more, all in sight at once, and moving so gracefully on the water.—Opposite
to us there is a magnificent fortification under weigh.—We hear the busy
clink of the hammers at morn and night, across the water; and sometimes
take a sail over to inspect the works, for you know it belongs to [the] U.S.—"

My quarters are quite satisfactory too as regards boarding.—One of the
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windows of my room commands a pleasant view of the sound.—Another
looks to the eas[t] and the great round face of the sun[;] he comes along in
the morning, almost seems to kiss me with a loving kiss.>—I am generally
dressed and ready to receive him at his first appearance.—This said room of
mine is something that I much value.—It is my sanctum sanctorum, which
profane foot invadeth not.—Its hallowed precincts are forbidden ground to
every she in the house, except for absolutely necessary entrances, which con-
cern the vital well-being of its lord.—

I hope this will find you enjoying health and peace.—O that I were a
Napoleon that I might load the heads of my friends with golden coronets.—
My best wishes I waft to you, wrapped up and sealed with a wafer.— May
your shadow never be less.—Adieu

Walter Whitman
Ms: Library of Congress
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Another daguerreotype introduces “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a
kosmos.” In 1855 he established a first-name relationship with his readers, few as
they were. In attire be is now the man of the people, but friends like
Richard Maurice Bucke called this “the Christ likeness” of a carpenter who
“saw and knew the spirit of God.”

Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress



IN THE FALL OF 1840 WHITMAN PUT WOODBURY BEHIND
him, probably much to the relief of its citizens and its students. He elec-
tioneered for the Democratic party in Jamaica and Queens before he settled
briefly in Whitestone as a schoolteacher, but the new setting could neither
contain nor sustain Walter Whitman’s restless search for a compatible self-
image. He moved on, and we hear nothing again of Leech and his Jamaican
friends. In 1842 Whitman was in Brooklyn and New York, and for a few
months he was the editor of the Aurora and then for another few months of
the Tatler. He changed jobs as well as boardinghouses with amazing fre-
quency. He also submitted articles of no distinction to The Democratic Re-
view, a recently founded literary magazine to which Nathaniel Hawthorne
contributed.

In 1846, at twenty-seven, he became the editor of the Brooklyn Eagle, and
this time he lasted for almost two years. The owner of the newspaper fired
him early in 1848: Whitman was “without steady principles . . . nor, for that
matter, principles of any sort.”! Perhaps his nonchalant life-style vexed his
employers, for he performed his editorial duties early in the day, went
to Gray’s Swimming Bath in the afternoon, and then took the ferry to
Manbhattan.

By chance he met the proprietor of the New Orleans Crescent about the
time he lost his job in Brooklyn. Accompanied by his brother Jeff, he set off
to introduce himself to the vast American landscape which he had never
seen and to absorb (to use one of his favorite words) life and experiences
free of the usual middle-class restrictions and inhibitions. He worked for the
Crescent for ninety-two days before he was fired. He turned out the usual
journalistic pap of the age and perhaps devoted most of his time to self-
exploration. Jeff wrote letters to the family, to which Walter added a brief
paragraph or so dealing with financial matters. He was preparing himself for
a new role in the family.

Shortly after his return to Brooklyn he moved in with the family and, as
his father’s health deteriorated, assumed paternal responsibilities, supervis-
ing the construction of houses which the Whitmans occupied until the com-
pletion of another allowed them to sell and to move on. The only constant in
the family was the endless, restless motion, not of upward mobility but of
failure.

On the other hand, the family provided Walter security and stability and
allowed him to assume the role anticipated in “My Boys and Girls” in 1844.
He enjoyed the affection of an adoring mother, the respect at least of most of
his brothers and all his sisters, but the father’s reaction is not known. At

17
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thirty Walter was ready to construct houses to insure the family’s well-being
and to invent a poetic structure and a poetic thythm which would accommo-
date what he would call his kosmic vision. Suddenly, or so it appears, he
began to find his voice and genius.

The story of his transformation is not recorded in his letters, nor is the
battle for recognition which he waged with a largely hostile press. In 1855,
with the appearance of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, he changed his
name and American poetry in one outrageously comic and megalomaniacal
line: “Walt Whitman, an American, one of the roughs, a kosmos.” In the
same month his father died, and the son was now in fact the successor with
his boys and girls. In the next few years his hair turned gray prematurely,
and soon the flowing Whitman beard appeared.

Poetically he was in a period of dazzling productivity. One great poem
followed another, and there seemed no end to his creativity. Leaves of Grass
was expanded in 1856 and again in 1860, when for the first time Whitman
was not his own publisher. He did everything he could with his journalistic
skills and contacts to promote his fame and to overcome the opposition of
those who found in Leaves of Grass everything except fig leaves. Letters
were few, because, he explained, “I write to [friends] more to satisfaction,
through my poems.” He forgot for the moment what he knew full well, that
many of his and the family’s friends could not understand poetry without
conventional thyme and rhythm.

In the years before the Civil War, he associated with the bohemians, his
“darlings and gossips,” who gathered at Pfaff’s Restaurant on Broadway
near Bleeker Street in Greenwich Village. They drank together, discussed
everything and anything, and went slumming at Five Corners, where any-
thing went that one desired or had the stomach for. Whitman was the self-
styled “old vagabond that so gracefully becomes me,” in other words, an
elder brother or permissive father figure among younger men.

He characterized his comrades as “all so good, many so educated, traveled,
&c., some so handsome & witty, some rich, &c., some among the literary
class . . . polished, & brilliant in conversation, &c.” Some of those youths,
apparently in their twenties, were sons of doctors and wealthy businessmen
who lived on or just off fashionable Fifth Avenue. He called it the Fred Gray
Association, named after the son of a doctor. Despite the “lambent electric-
ity of real friendship” which he experienced, no lasting relationships devel-
oped, and during the war he found a more comfortable, and familiar, home
and function among poor, uneducated soldiers in army hospitals.
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Jeff and Walter Whitman to their mother

New Orleans, March 27 and 28, 1848
Dear Mother

To day we received the first letter from you, and glad enough we were to
get it too. The passage that gave me, and Walter too, the most pleasure was
the one that said you were well, and that all the rest were well also. You say
the weather is very cold there, here it is just the other way, that is it is pretty
warm. I have now begun to wear the summer clothes sister Hannah made
me which I find very comfortble.

It would have made you laugh to see me come home from the post office
this morning with your letter. Eddy never was so glad when New Year’s
came, as [ was to get your letter.

You must write to us oftener than you have, at least twice a month, which
we are going to do.

You need not be alarmed about the yellow fever as that gentleman will
(the folks think) not visit this place this summer. The reason they give for
that is this. It does not come but once in three or four years, and last season
it was very hard and killed a great many persons (I mean it does not come
but once in three or four years in such a shape). Besides it is a great humbug,
most every one in our office has had (some of them have had it twice) and
got well. It is caused mostly (I think all of it) by the habits of the people, they
never meet a friend but you have to go drink and such loose habits.?

You know that Walter is averse to such habits, so you need not be afraid
of our taking it.

Yesterday we were to have a balloon ascension, but just as it was ready to
go up the balloon bursted so it did not go up, this is the third time she (it
was a lady that was to go up in it) has tried it and each time failed.

We are very nicely situated in our new place;—just “around the corner” is
a very fine public park, which we take a walk in every night.

I believe I told you in my last letter that I was also at work at the “Cres-
cent” office at five dollars a week, and I have the exchange papers for which
I get twenty five cents per hundred, in a few weeks I expect to get two
dollars a week for them.

If you do not get the paper (the “Crescent”) regular you must send An-
drew or George down to the Eagle office for it, I always see that two copys
go every morning. My work is good and light. I have such a part of the mail
(and I can do it most over night) and then I have nothing to do for the rest of
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the day (I generally get through with it about two o’clock) but stay in the
office.

We have (I think) got along very well for such a long journey, not a single
accident occurred on the way.

Dear Father, I hope you are getting along good with your work &ec.
Mother says it is cold so you can’t work, here it is warm enough. In building
houses here they do not do as they do in New York. Here they dig a hole in
the ground some two feet deep and about the same width, and in length as
far as the wall is to go, (they can not dig cellars here like in the north, you
don’t dig in the ground more than two feet before it is filled with water.)
This trench they cover the bottom with boards (the ground is mostly made
of quick-sand) and then build the wall on it. They cannot mak[e] good brick
here, so they have to come from a distance. Carpenter’s wages are very high
here, some forty to fifty dollars a month and found.?

I will write a letter to you pretty soon, but in this one I must not forget
George and Andrew.

Dear brothers, I should like to see you very much indeed but I suppose I
cannot, you must make Mother or Hannah write to us as often as they can.
There is nothing, I beleive, there is not any thing here you would like to hear
from or of.

Dear Sister [Hannah] I shall never forgive you if you do not write to me. I
suppose you would like to hear about the ladies in N.O. They are something
like the “critters” in N.Y. except they [wear] one or two more “flonces” and
live more in the open air &c&c&c&c&c&e.

To Eddy, you must go to school and learn to read and write and then you
must send letters to me, besides you must be a good boy &c.

And now, Dear Mother, I must bid you good bye for a little while but will
write to you again shortly.

We are both very well and the warm air agrees with Walter very much.

I have had a little attack of the disentery but I am very very well now, in
fact I have not been sick much at all.

Dear Mother, good bye,
your son Jefferson Whitman
My best respects to the rest of the family.
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Tuesday morning, 28th March
Dearest Mother;

In one of my late letters, I told Hannah that if you did not receive money,
by a letter from me, to pay the interest on the 1st of May, she must go down
to the bank and draw $31%, and pay it at the insurance office, and get a
receipt for it. However, I may send money in a letter before that time—or
part of it. O, mother, how glad I was to hear that you are quite well, again.
Do try to keep so; you must not work—and they must all be kind to you. If
you only keep well till T get home again, I think I shall be satisfied. I began to
feel very uneasy, not hearing from you so long. My prospects in the money
line are bright. O how I long for the day when we can have our quiet little
farm, and be together again—and have Mary and her children come to pay
us long visits. I wrote to Mary yesterday.

W. W.

Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To Moses S. and Alfred E. Beach

Brooklyn, June 17, 1850
To Messrs. Beach, of the Sun: (through Mr. Stuart.)*

The accompanying novel, of “the Sleeptalker,” 1 consider one of the most
interesting, romantic, and full of incident, of any I have ever come across.—It
is by the Danish novelist Ingemann, a better writer even than Miss Bremer.—

The work from which I have compiled “the Sleeptalker”® is an English
translation, (I send you the cover and title-page,) whose only fault was, that
it was too voluminous, the author going very extensively into the details of
old Danish history.—This I have altogether cut out; reducing the work to
half its first size.—It has never been republished in this country, and is alto-
gether unknown here.—

The romance is a stirring and lively one, and, it seems to me, fitted to
become very popular.—

I take the liberty of leaving it for you to look at, to see if I could dispose of
it for serial publication in “the Sun.”—I desire but a moderate price.—
After running through the Sun, it seems to me it would pay handsomely to
print it in a neat 25 cent book form.—

You will see that the title of the original is “The Childhood of Erik
Menved”; the latter part of the original story, consisting very much of prolix
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details of historical events, gives it that name—but that part of the story I
have contracted into a few paragraphs—and have taken a singular trait of
one of the principal actors in the narrative as the foundation of the name I
give it.—

Please, if convenient, make up your minds whether it would suit you, and
how much it would be worth to you, so that I can have an answer by the
middle or latter part of the week.—

The story would make about 65 leaded short columns of the Sun—so
that, at an average of 3 columns a day, it would run through 22 days.—

Walter Whitman

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To John Parker Hale’

Brooklyn, August 14, 1852

A word from a stranger, a young man, and a true Democrat I hope.

You must not only not decline the nomination of the Democracy at Pitts-
burgh, but you must accept it gracefully and cordially. It is well to know
when to be firm against others’ wishes; but it is better to know when to yield
in a manly and amiable spirit.

Out of the Pittsburgh movement and “platform” it may be that a real live
Democratic party is destined to come forth, which, from small beginnings,
ridicule, and odium, (just like Jeffersonian democracy fifty years ago,) will
gradually win the hearts of the people, and crowd those who stand before it
into the sea. Then we should see an American Democracy with thews and
sinews worthy this sublime age.

It is from the young men of our land—the ardent, and generous hearts—
that these things are to come. Do you, then, yield to the decision at Pitts-
burgh, shape your acceptance to that idea of the future which supposes that
we are at [present?] planting a renewed and vital party, fit to triumph over
the effete and lethargic organizations now so powerful and so unworthy.
Look to the young men—appeal specially to them. Enter into this condition
of affairs, with spirit, too. Take two or three occasions within the coming
month to make personal addresses directly to the people, giving condensed
embodiments of the principal ideas which distinguish our liberal faith from
the drag-parties and their platforms. Boldly promulge these, with that temper
of rounded and good-natured moderation which is peculiar to you; but abate
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not one jot of your fullest radicalism. After these two or three speeches,
which should be well-considered and not too long, possess your soul in pa-
tience, and take as little personal action in the election as may be. Depend
upon it, there is no way so good as the face-to-face of candidates and
people—in the old heroic Roman fashion. I would suggest that one of these
addresses be delivered in New York, and one in Cincinnati—with a third
either in Baltimore or Washington.

You are at Washington, and have for years moved among the great men.
I have never been at Washington, and know none of the great men. But I
know the people. I know well, (for I am practically in New York,) the real
heart of this mighty city—the tens of thousands of young men, the mechan-
ics, the writers, &c &c. In all these, under and behind the bosh of the regu-
lar politicians, there burns, almost with fierceness, the divine fire which
more or less, during all ages, has only waited a chance to leap forth and con-
found the calculations of tyrants, hunkers,® and all their tribe. At this mo-
ment, New York is the most radical city in America. It would be the most
anti-slavery city, if that cause hadn’t been made ridiculous by the freaks of
the local leaders here.

O, my dear sir, I only wish you could know the sentiments of respect and
personal good will toward yourself, with which, upon seeing a telegraphic
item in one of this morning’s papers, that you would probably decline, I
forthwith sat down, and have written my thoughts and advice. I shall make
no apology; for if sentiments and opinions out of the great mass of the com-
mon people are of no use to the legislators, then our government is a sad
blunder indeed.

How little you at Washington—you Senatorial and Executive dignitaries—
know of us, after all. How little you realize that the souls of the people ever
leap and swell to any thing like a great liberal thought or principle, uttered
by any well-known personage—and how deeply they love the man that pro-
mulges such principles with candor and power. It is wonderful in your keen
search and rivalry for popular favor, that hardly any one discovers this direct
and palpable road there.

Walter Whitman

Ms: New Hampshire Historical Society
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To Sarah Tyndale’

Brooklyn, June 20, 1857
Dear Friend,

Do not suppose, because I have delayed writing to you, that I have forgot-
ten you. No, that will never be. I often recall your visits to me, and your
goodness. I think profoundly of my friends—though I cannot write to them
by the post office. I write to them more to my satisfaction, through my
poems.

Tell Hector I thank him heartily for his invitation and letter—O it is not
from any mind to slight him that I have not answered it, or accepted the
friendly call. I am so non-polite—so habitually wanting in my responses and
ceremonies. That is 7ze—much that is bad, harsh, an undutiful person, a
thriftless debtor, is me.!

I spent an evening with Mr. Arnold and Mrs. Price lately. Mrs. Price and
Helen had been out all day with the sewing machine, at Mr. Beecher’s—
either Henry Ward’s, or his father’s. They had done a great day’s work—as
much, one of the Beecher ladies said, as a sempstress could have got through
with in six months. Mrs. P. and Helen had engagements for a fortnight ahead,
to go out among families and take the sewing machine. What a revolution this
little piece of furniture is producing. Isn’t it quite an encouragement.™

I got into quite a talk with Mr. Arnold about Mrs. Hatch. He says the
pervading thought of her speeches is that firs¢ exists the spirituality of any
thing, and that gives existence to things, the earth, plants, animals, men,
women. But that Andrew Jackson Davis? puts matter as the subject of his
homilies, and the primary source of all results—I suppose the soul among
the rest. Both are quite determined in their theories. Perhaps when they
know much more, both of them will be much less determined.

A minister, Rev. Mr. Porter,” was introduced to me this morning, a Dutch
Reformed minister, and editor of the “Christian Intelligencer,” N. Y. Would
you believe it, he had been reading “Leaves of Grass,” and wanted more?
He said he hoped I retained the true Reformed faith which I must have in-
herited from my mother’s Dutch ancestry. I not only assured him of my re-
taining faith in that sect, but that I had perfect faith in all sects, and was not
inclined to reject one single one—but believed each to be about as far ad-
vanced as it could be, considering what had preceded it—and moreover that
every one was the needed representative of s truth—or of something
needed as much as truth. I had quite a good hour with Mr. Porter—we grew
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friends—and I am to go dine with the head man of the head congregation of
Dutch Presbyterians in Brooklyn, Eastern District!

I have seen Mrs. Walton once or twice since you left Brooklyn. I dined
there. I feel great sympathy with her, on some accounts. Certainly, she is not
happy.

Fowler & Wells'* are bad persons for me. They retard my book very
much. It is worse than ever. I wish now to bring out a third edition—I have
now a hundred poems ready (the last edition had thirty-two)—and shall en-
deavor to make an arrangement with some publisher here to take the plates
from F. & W. and make the additions needed, and so bring out the third
edition. F. & W. are very willing to give up the plates—they want the thing
off their hands. In the forthcoming Vol. I shall have, as I said, a hundred
poems, and no other matter but poems—(no letters to or from Emerson—
no notices, or any thing of that sort.) I know well enough, that that must be
the true Leaves of Grass—I think it (the new Vol.) has an aspect of com-
pleteness, and makes its case clearer. The old poems are all retained. The
difference is in the new character given to the mass, by the additions.

Dear friend, I do not feel like fixing a day on which I will come and make
my promised visit. How it is I know not, but I hang back more and more
from making visits, even to those I have much happiness in being with.

Mother is well—all are well. Mother often speaks about you. We shall all
of us remember you always with more affection than you perhaps suppose.
Before I come to Philadelphia, I shall send you or Hector a line.

Wishing Peace & Friendship

Walt Whitman

Ms: Henry E. Huntington Library

To an unidentified correspondent ”

Brooklyn, July 28, 1857

O you should see me, how I look after sea-sailing. I am swarthy and red as

a Moor—I go around without any coat or vest—looking so strong, ugly, and
nonchalant, with my white beard—People stare, I notice, more wonderingly
than ever. . . . I have thought, for some time past, of beginning the use of
myself as a public Speaker, teacher, or lecturer. (This, after I get out the next
issue of my “Leaves”)—Whether it will come to any thing, remains to be
seen. . . . My immediate acquaintances, even those attached strongly to me,
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secretly entertain the idea that I am a great fool not to “make something” out
of my “talents” and out of the general good will with which I am regarded.
Can it be that some such notion is lately infusing itself into me also?

TEXT: Henkels Catalogue, June 14—15, 1901

To the editors of Harper’s Magazine

Brooklyn, January 7, 1860

The theory of “A Chant of National Feuillage”** is to bring in, (devoting a
line, or two or three lines, to each,) a comprehensive collection of touches,
locales, incidents, idiomatic scenes, from every section, South, West, North,
East, Kanada, Texas, Maine, Virginia, the Mississippi Valley, &c. &c. &c.—
all intensely fused to the urgency of compact America, “America always”—
all in a vein of graphic, short, clear, hasting along—as having a huge bouquet
to collect, and quickly taking and binding in every characteristic subject that
offers itself—making a compact, the-whole-surrounding, National Poem,
after its sort, after my own style.

Is there any other poem of the sort extant—or indeed hitherto attempted?

You may start at the style. Yes, it is a new style, of course, but that is neces-
sitated by new theories, new themes—or say the new treatment of themes,
forced upon us for American purposes. Every really new person, (poet or
other,) makes his style—sometimes a little way removed from the previous
models—sometimes very far removed.

Furthermore, I have surely attained headway enough with the American
public, especially with the literary classes, to make it worth your while to
give them a sight of me with all my neologism.

The price is $40. Cash down on acceptance.

I reserve the use of the piece in any collection of my poems I may publish
in future.

Should my name be printed in the programme of contributors at any time
it must not be lower down than third in the list.

If the piece is declined, please keep the MS. for me to be called for. Will
send, or call, last of next week.

Walt Whitman
Ms: Formerly in Richard Gimbel Collection
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To James Russell Lowell

Brooklyn, January 20, 1860
Dear Sir,

Mr. House inform’d me that you accepted, and would publish, my
“Bardic Symbols.” If so, would you, as soon as convenient, have it put in
type, and send me the proof?

About the two lines:

(See from my dead lips the ooze exuding at last!
See the prismatic colors glistening and rolling!)

I have in view, from them, an effect in the piece which I clearly feel, but
cannot as clearly define. Though I should prefer them in, still, as I told
Mr. House, I agree that you may omit them, if you decidedly wish to.
Yours &c
Walt Whitman

Ms: Barrett Collection, University of Virginia

To Abby M. Price

Boston, March 29, 1860

As I know you would like to hear from me, my dear friend, I will not yet
go to bed—but sit down to write to you, that I have been here in Boston,
to-day is a fortnight, and that my book is well under way. About a hundred
and twenty pages are set up—it will probably make from six to seven hun-
dred pages, and of a larger size than the last edition. It is to be very finely
printed, good paper, and new, rather large-sized type. Thayer & Eldridge,
the publishers, are a couple of young Yankees—so far very good specimens,
to me, of this Eastern race of yours. They have treated me first rate—have
not asked me at all what I was going to put into the book—just took me to
the stereotype foundry, and given orders to follow my directions. It will be
out in 2 month—a great relief to me to have the thing off my mind.

I am more pleased with Boston than I anticipated. It is full of life, and
criss-cross streets. I am very glad I [have] come, if only to rub out of me the
deficient notions I had of New England character. I am getting to like it,
every way—even the Yankee twang.

Emerson called upon me immediately, treated me with the greatest cour-
tesy—kept possession of me all day—gave me a bully dinner, &c."*
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I go on the Common—walk considerable in Washington street—and oc-
cupy about three hours a day at work in the printing office. All T have to do,
is to read proofs. I wish you lived here—I should visit you regularly every
day—oprobably twice a day. I create an immense sensation in Washington
street. Every body here is so like everybody else—and I am Walt Whitman!—
Yankee curiosity and cuteness, for once, is thoroughly stumped, confounded,
petrified, made desperate.

Let me see—have I any thing else to say to you? Indeed, what does it all
amount to—this saying business? Of course I had better tear up this note—
only I want to let you see how I cannot have forgotten you—sitting up here
after half past 12, to write this precious document. I send my love to Helen
and Emmy.

Walt.

Ms: Morgan Library

To his brother Jeff

Boston, April 1, 1860
Dear Brother,

I have just finished a letter to my mother, and while my hand is in, I will
write you a line. I enclose in my letter to Mother, a note from H[e]yde *—
nothing at all in it, except that Han is well, and comfortably situated—I
have not heard a word from home since I left—write me a few words, Jeff, if
mother does not, and let me know how you all are, and whether you have
took the house or given it up. I suppose of course if every thing was not
going on pretty much as usual, some of you would have written to tell me.

I am having a tolerable fair time here in Boston—not quite enough to
occupy me—only two or three hours work a day, reading proof. Still, T am
so satisfied at the certainty of having “Leaves of Grass,” in a far more com-
plete and favorable form than before, printed and really published, that 1
don’t mind small things. The book will be a very handsome specimen of ty-
pography, paper, binding, &c.—and will be, it seems to me, like relieving
me of a great weight—or removing a great obstacle that has been in my way
for the last three years. The young men that are publishing it treat me in a
way I could not wish to have better. They are go-ahead fellows, and don’t
seem to have the least doubt they are bound to make a good spec. out of my
book. It is quite curious, all this should spring up so suddenly, aint it.

I am very well, and hold my own about as usual. T am stopping at a lodging
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house, have a very nice room, gas, water, good American folks keep it—I
pay $2—eat at restaurant. I get up in the morning, give myself a good wash
all over, and currying?—then take a walk, often in the Common—then
nothing but a cup of coffee generally for my breakfast—then to the stereo-
type foundry. About 12 I take a walk, and at 2, a good dinner. Not much
else, in the way of eating, except that meal.

If T have any thing to communicate, dear brother, I shall write again.

Walt.

Ms: Whitman House, Camden

To his brother Jeff

Boston, May 10, 1860
Dear Brother,

I have nothing particular to write about, yet I know you will be glad to
hear from me anyhow. The book is finished in all that makes the reading
part, and is all through the press complete—It is electrotyped—that is, by a
chemical process, a solution of copper, silver, zinc, &c. is precipitated in a
“bath,” so as to cover the face of the plates of type all over, and make it very
much harder and more enduring. Plates finished by that process wear well
for hundreds of thousands of copies, and are probably a neater impression.
But perhaps you know about it yourself.

Thayer & Eldridge have put through 1000 copies, for the first pop. They
have very accurate ideas of the whole matter. They expect it to be a valuable
investment, increasing by months and years—not going off in a rocket way,
(like “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.”) The typographical appearance of the book has
been just as I directed it, in every respect. The printers and foremen thought
I was crazy, and there were all sorts of supercilious squints (about the typog-
raphy I ordered, I mean)—but since it has run through the press, they have
simmered down. Yesterday the foreman of the press-room (Rand’s, an old
establishment where all the best work is done,) pronounced it, in plain
terms, the freshest and handsomest piece of typography that had ever passed
through his mill—TI like it, I think, first rate—though I think I could im-
prove much upon it now. It is quite “odd,” of course. As to Thayer &
Eldridge they think every thing I do is the right thing. We are just now in
“suspenders” on account of the engraving. I have about decided, though, to
have 1000 copies printed from it, as it is—and then let Schoff,”! the en-
graver, finish it afterwards—1I do not know for certain whether it is a good
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portrait or not—The probability is that the book will be bound and ready
May 19.

I make Thayer & Eldridge crack on the elegant workmanship of the book,
its material, &c. but I won't allow them to puff the poetry—though I had
quite a hard struggle—as they had prepared several tremendous puff adver-
tisments—altogether ahead of Ned Buntline and the “Ledger”*?—1I per-
suaded them to give me the copy to make some little corrections—which I
did effectually by going straight to my lodgings, and putting the whole stuff
in the fire—Oh, I forgot to tell you, they have printed a very neat little bro-
chure, (pamphlet,) of 64 pages, called “Leaves of Grass Imprints,” contain-
ing a very readable collection of criticisms on the former issues—This is
given away gratis, as an advertisement and circular. Altogether, Jeff, I am
very, very much satisfied and relieved that the thing, in the permanent form
it now is, looks as well and reads as well (to my own notion) as I antici-
pated—because a good deal, after all, was an experiment—and now I am
satisfied.

And how goes it with you, my dear? I watched the N. Y. papers to see if
Spinola’s bill passed?—but it didn’t, of course, or I should of heard of it in
many ways. So you must be on the works still—If I get a chance I will take a
look at the Boston Works before I leave. The water is almost exactly like the
Brooklyn water in taste. I got Mother’s letter—tell Mother I may not write
next Monday, as I am in hopes to be home, I can’t tell exactly what day, but
through the week. Oh the awful expense I have been under here, Jeff, living
the way I have, hiring a room, and eating at restaurants—7 cents for a cup of
coffee, and 19 cts for a beefsteak—and me so fond of coffee and beefsteak.
Tell mother I think it would have been worth while for her to have moved on
here, and boarded me—

I have had a very fair time, though, here in Boston—Very, very many folks
I meet I like much—1I have never seen finer—they are fine in almost every
respect—uvery friendly, very generous, very good feeling, and of course intel-
ligent people—The great cramper of the Bostonian is, though, to be kept on
the rack by the old idea of respectability, how the rest do, and what they will
say. There are plenty of splendid specimens of men come from the other
New England states to settle here, especially from Maine, New Hampshire,
Vermont, &c, that if they would let themselves be, and only make that better
and finer, would beat the world. For there is no denying that these Yanks are
the first-class race. But, without exception, they all somehow allow them-
selves to be squeezed into the stereotype mould, and wear straight collars
and hats, and say “my respects”—like the rest. Of course I cannot walk



1 8 42-186o0 31

through Washington street, (the Broadway here,) without creating an im-
mense sensation.

I sent a couple of papers to Han this morning. Oh how much I would like
to see her once more—and I mzust, this summer—After I recruit a while
home, I shall very likely take a tour, partly business and partly for edifica-
tion, through all the N[ew] E[ngland] states—then I shall see Han—1I shall
write to her before I leave here—and do you write also, Jeff—don’t fail—
Should you write to me, in response to this, you must write so that I would
get the letter not later than Wednesday morning next—as I feel the fit grow-
ing upon me stronger and stronger to move—And the fare is only $3 now
from here to New York, cabin passage, in the boat—Besides I could go dead
head if I was to apply—TJeff, I feel as if things had taken a turn with me, at
last—Give my love to Mat, and all my dear brothers, especially Georgie.

Walt.

Ms: Whitman House, Camden
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During the horrors of the Civil War Whitman became a self-appointed nurse, or
wound dresser, in the military hospitals of Washington, where in awesomely large
numbers wounded Union soldiers, often in their teens, came to recover or, all too

frequently, to die in soul-wrenching agony. Whitman went through the wards offering
comfort, bearing gifts of food and ice cream, holding the hands of the suffering,
writing letters for the boys, his “comrades,” to their parents.
Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress



AFTER WHITMAN’S EXTRAORDINARY BURST OF CREATIV-
ity, the attendant excitement, and the inevitable letdown, he experienced
what he called, in a letter to Emerson, “my New York stagnation.” Since
three editions of Leaves of Grass produced little income, he supported him-
self with occasional pieces for Manhattan and Brooklyn newspapers. He
watched as the nation gradually drifted into its greatest tragedy, a fratricidal
strife. Some of the members of the Fred Gray Association departed for mili-
tary service, usually as officers in specialized roles, not as ordinary enlisted
men who served, it sometimes seemed, as cannon fodder for generals who
learned the art of war at a frightful toll of American youth. Whitman began
to visit military hospitals where wartime casualties arrived in increasing
numbers. At the same time the city prospered, money appeared to flow,
many New Yorkers in their hatred of the blacks sympathized with the South,
and the rich bought their way out of military service.

The Whitman family experienced the war at firsthand when George
volunteered for military service with the Thirteenth New York Regiment
shortly after the firing at Fort Sumter, and he reenlisted for three years of
service the following September. He rose quickly to the rank of lieutenant.
On December 16, 1862, the family learned through the newspapers that
George had been wounded. Walt hastily packed some clothes and set off by
train for Washington. He had his pocket picked in Philadelphia, and with
little or no money in his purse proceeded to Washington, where he searched
futilely for George in the hospitals. He stumbled onto two acquaintances,
William D. O’Connor, a novelist and later the author of various prose tracts,
whom he had met in Boston in 1860, and Charles W. Eldridge, one of the
publishers of the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass. O’Connor loaned him
money, and Eldridge obtained a pass for Fredericksburg, Virginia, where
George’s regiment had gone into battle.

Walt did not know that on the day he left New York, George wrote to
their mother from Falmouth, Virginia: “We have had another battle and I
have come out safe and sound, although I had the side of my jaw slightly
scraped with a peice of shell which burst at my feet.”!

When he found George’s regiment, “one of the first things that met my
eyes in camp,” Walt wrote to his mother, “was a heap of feet, arms, legs, &c.
under a tree in front a hospital.” With the starkness of a canvas by Georgia
O’Keeffe, that pyramid of limbs was to hover over his life and imagination
for the next three years, and it marked the beginning of a rite of passage
which lifted him out of “horrible sloughs,” presumably of depression. Those

35
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were “real, terrible, beautiful days!” he remarked in 1888. “I have never
left them.”?

Walt spent a week or so with the members of Captain George Whitman’s
regiment, and on his return to Washington on December 29, 1862, he told
his mother that he had decided to escape “for good” from the drift of his
New York life and to settle in Washington. On the same day he informed
Ralph Waldo Emerson that “I fetch up here in harsh and superb plight” and
asked him to solicit letters of recommendation from various members of
Lincoln’s cabinet and to send the letters to him for use when he saw fit.
Whitman postponed transmitting the letters for several years when it turned
out that the articles he wrote for New York newspapers and the copying he
did in the Paymaster’s Office provided a modest but, for his needs, ample
income.

He found himself magnetically drawn to the military hospitals in Wash-
ington—to “the beautiful young men in wholesale death & agony.” “I get
more & more wound round—poor young men,” he wrote to his mother in a
striking image of birth and death that exposes the symbiotic relationship he
was establishing with the dying. To his brother Jeff he confessed, “I never
before had my feelings so thoroughly and (so far) permanently absorbed, to
the very roots, as by these huge swarms of dear, wounded, sick, dying boys.”
In still another letter he acknowledged his exhilaration, “how fascinating it
is, with all its hospital surroundings of sadness & scenes of repulsion &
death.” His “presence & magnetism,” he declared, saved the lives of soldiers
who “would literally sink & give up, if I did not pass a portion of the time
with them.”

Attired in a floppy wide-brimmed hat, a flowing coat, and military boots,
a worn knapsack hanging from his shoulder—he looked like a vagabond—
he patiently and slowly walked through the long, endless wards of hospitals.
He called the youths by first name. He smiled compassionately and spoke
only as the situation demanded, recognizing with characteristic delicacy that
some of the young men in their dying days found shelter and perhaps com-
fort in their own worlds of memories into which he could not enter. He sat
at the bedsides of dying soldiers and wrote letters to their families and
shared the shattering loneliness of men dying far from their parents and
wives, who waited with impatient desperation for news.

For Whitman the hospitals became a kind of home. Although he was nei-
ther doctor nor nurse, he took care of needs beyond the reach of medicine,
and he fulfilled again, as he had in the Whitman home and in poems such as
“Song of Myself,” the triple roles of father, mother, elder brother. There
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were agencies, usually religious, which provided nonmedical services in the
hospitals, but characteristically, Whitman preferred to take care of his sons
and comrades in his own way. He offered comfort, not moral guidance, to-
bacco and ice cream, not wafers.

He was humbled by what he saw in the hospitals, “the living soul’s, the
body’s tragedies, bursting the petty bonds of art. To these, what are your
dramas and poems, even the oldest and the tearfulest? Not old Greek
mighty ones, where man contends with fate, (and always yields)—not Virgil
showing Dante on and on among the agonized & damned, approach what
here I see and take a part in.”

He witnessed day after day an endless procession: some soldiers left to
return to their units or their homes, many were silently carried out of the
wards on stretchers, and new arrivals at once occupied their beds. In the
hospitals where more died than survived and suffered painful amputations,
Whitman formed intense friendships and, when his presence eased suffer-
ing, experienced deep gratifications. “These letters of yours to the soldiers,”
Traubel observed, “are the best gospel of comradeship in the language—
better than the Leaves itself.” Whitman agreed: “Comradeship—yes, that’s
the thing: getting one and one together to make two—getting the twos to-
gether everywhere to make all: that’s the only bond we should accept and
that’s the only freedom we should desire: comradeship, comradeship.”?

Neither then nor later did Whitman admit the disappointments he sus-
tained in wartime comradeship. He hungered for something more than a
symbolic household and a transient relationship. He craved the permanence
which had eluded him in life for more than forty years. He became deeply
attached to a soldier named Tom Sawyer, one of the patients in Armory
Square Hospital, and in his letters dropped his usual caution against self-
disclosure. He frankly addresses his “dear, darling comrade,” who, he swears,
is “the comrade that suits me to a dot.” The result of the candor and perhaps
the aggressive pursuit was a “pretty” reply written by one of Sawyer’s friends.
In his next letter Whitman admits his disappointment that Tom had not
come up to his room to receive some clothing after he left the hospital: “I
should have often thought now Tom may be wearing around his body some-
thing from e, & that it might contribute to your comfort.” “Old wooly-
neck loves you,” he writes and hopes “God will put it in your heart to bear
toward me a little at least of the feeling I have about you.” Tom is now “dear
brother.”

A month later Whitman had not heard from Tom and enclosed a self-
addressed envelope. “I do not expect you,” he reassures the youth, “to re-
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turn for me the same degree of love I have for you.” Two months later: “I
cant understand why you have ceased to correspond with me.” In Novem-
ber: “Do you wish to shake me off? That I cannot believe, for I have the
same love for you that T exprest in my letters last spring.”

About the same time, perhaps on the same day he wrote to Sawyer,
Whitman sent a letter to another soldier, Elijah Fox: “I cannot bear the
thought of being separated from you—I know I am a great fool about such
things.” He assures Fox that he is so much “closer” than any of his New
York friends “that there is no comparison.” The reply of Fox, who after his
medical discharge had returned to his home and wife, unveils the sadness of
Whitman’s quest. “Since coming here I have often thought of what you told
me when I said to you I am certain I will come back to Washington. You said
to me then that a great many of the boys had said the same thing but none
had returned. I am sortry it is so but after I had thought it over I concluded it
would be better for me to go into some business that would be a permanent
thing.”

On reading Whitman’s letter to Fox, Traubel said that it “is better than
the gospel according to John for love.”” Whitman agreed but said nothing
of the painful recognition, in the words of Robert Frost, of “finalities / Be-
sides the grave.”

To his brother George

Brooklyn, July 12, 1861
Dear Brother,

Your letter come to-day. Every thing with us is pretty much the same.
Mother is pretty much the same. Some days she [is] better, and some not so
well. She has taken a good many sulphur vapor baths. She takes one every
other day. She goes down in the cars to the baths, in Willoughby street near
the City Hall. Sometimes Mat® goes with her, [and once in] a while she goes
[alo]ne. They are rather agreeable to take—they make one sweat extremely.
Mother goes about the same, around the house. She has better use of her
arms and wrists than she did there one time—but an hour or two, now and
then, generally in the morning, she has bad pains. Her appetite is pretty
good. The weather here lately has been awful—three days the heat was as
bad as I ever knew it—so I think that had something to do with mother’s
feeling weak. To-day it is much cooler.

Jeff and Martha and Cis” and Eddy are all well. Jess is the same as usual—
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he works every day in the yard. He does not seem to mind the heat. He is
employed in the store-house, where they are continually busy preparing
stores, provisions, to send off in the different vessels. He assists in that.

We are all very glad the 13th is coming home—mother especially. There
have been so many accounts of shameful negligence, or worse, in the com-
missariat of your reg’t. that there must be something in it—notwithstanding
you speak very lightly of the complaints in your letters. The Eagle, of course,
makes the worst of it, every day, to stop men from enlisting.

All of us here think the rebellion as good as broke—no matter if the war
does continue for months yet.

Walt.

Ms: Trent Collection, Duke University

To his mother

Washington, December 29, 1862
Dear, dear Mother,

Friday the 19th inst. I succeeded in reaching the camp of the 51st New
York, and found George alive and well—In order to make sure that you
would get the good news, I sent back by messenger to Washington (I dare
say you did not get it for some time) a telegraphic dispatch, as well as a
letter—and the same to Hannah at Burlington. I have staid in camp with
George ever since, till yesterday, when I came back to Washington—about
the 24th George got Jeff’s letter of the 20th. Mother, how much you must
have suffered, all that week, till George’s letter came—and all the rest must
too. As to me, I know I put in about three days of the greatest suffering I
ever experienced in my life. I wrote to Jeff how I had my pocket picked in a
jam and hurry, changing cars, at Philadelphia, so that I landed here without
a dime. The next two days I spent hunting through the hospitals, walking all
day and night, unable to ride, trying to get information, trying to get access
to big people, &c—I could not get the least clue to anything—QOdell® would
not see me at all—But Thursday afternoon, I lit on a way to get down on the
government boat that runs to Aquia creek, and so by railroad to the neigh-
borhood of Falmouth, opposite Fredericksburgh—So by degrees I worked
my way to Ferrero’s® brigade, which I found Friday afternoon without much
trouble after I got in camp. When I found dear brother George, and found
that he was alive and well, O you may imagine how trifling all my little cares
and difficulties seemed—they vanished into nothing. And now that I have
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lived for eight or nine days amid such scenes as the camps furnish, and had a
practical part in it all, and realize the way that hundreds of thousands of
good men are now living, and have had to live for a year or more, not only
without any of the comforts, but with death and sickness and hard marching
and hard fighting, (and no success at that,) for their continual experience—
really nothing we call trouble seems worth talking about. One of the first
things that met my eyes in camp, was a heap of feet, arms, legs, &c. under a
tree in front a hospital, the Lacy house.

George is very well in health, has a good appetite—1I think he is at times
more wearied out and homesick than he shows, but stands it upon the whole
very well. Every one of the soldiers, to a man, wants to get home.

I suppose Jeff got quite a long letter I wrote from camp, about a week ago.
I told you that George had been promoted to Captain—his commission ar-
rived while I was there.

Jeff must write oftener, and put in a few lines from mother, even if it is
only two lines—then in the next letter a few lines from Mat, and so on. You
have no idea how letters from home cheer one up in camp, and dissipate
home sickness.

While I was there George still lived in Capt. [Henry W.] Francis’s tent—
there were five of us altogether, to eat, sleep, write, &c. in a space twelve feet
square, but we got along very well—the weather all along was very fine—
and would have got along to perfection, but Capt. Francis is not a man I
could like much—TI had very little to say to him. George is about building a
place, half-hut and half-tent, for himself—(he is probably about it this very
day)—and then he will be better off, I think. Every Captain has a tent, in
which he lives, transacts company business, &c. has a cook, (or man of all
work,) and in the same tent mess and sleep his Lieutenants, and perhaps the
1st sergeant. They have a kind of fire-place, and the cook’s fire is outside, on
the open ground. George had very good times while Francis was away—the
cook, a young disabled soldier, Tom, is an excellent fellow, and a first-rate
cook, and the 2nd Lieutenant [Samuel M.] Pooley, is a tip-top young Penn-
sylvanian. Tom thinks all the world of George—when he heard he was
wounded, on the day of the battle, he left every thing, got across the river,
and went hunting for George through the field, through thick and thin.
I wrote to Jeff that George was wounded by a shell, a gash in the cheek—
you could stick a splint through into the mouth, but it has healed up without
difficulty already. Every thing is uncertain about the army, whether it moves
or stays where it is. There are no furloughs granted at present. I will stay
here for the present, at any rate long enough to see if I can get any employ-



1861 —-—1865 41

ment at any thing, and shall write what luck I have. Of course I am unsettled

at present. Dear mother, my love,
Wal.

If Jeff or any one writes, address me, care of Major Hapgood, paymaster,
U. S. Army, corner 15th and F streets, 5th floor, Washington D. C. I send my
love to dear sister Mat, and little sis—and to Andrew and all my brothers.
O Mat, how lucky it was you did not come—together, we could never have
got down to see George.

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Ralph Waldo Emerson

Washington, December 29, 1862
Dear friend,

Breaking up a few weeks since, and for good, my New York stagnation—
wandering since through camp and battle scenes—I fetch up here in harsh
and superb plight—wretchedly poor, excellent well, (my only torment, fam-
ily matters)—realizing at last that it is necessary for me to fall for the time in
the wise old way, to push my fortune, to be brazen, and get employment,
and have an income—determined to do it, (at any rate until I get out of
horrible sloughs) I write you, asking you as follows:

I design to apply personally direct at headquarters, for some place. I would
apply on literary grounds, not political.

I wish you would write for me something like the enclosed form of letter,
that I can present, opening my interview with the great man. I wish you to
write two copies—put the one in an envelope directed to Mr. Seward, Sec-
retary of State—and the other in an envelope directed to Mr. Chase, Secre-
tary of the Treasury—and enclose both envelopes in the one I send herewith
so that I can use either one or the other. I wish you also to send me a note of
introduction to Charles Sumner.*

It is pretty certain that, armed in that way, I shall conquer my object. An-
swer me by next mail, for I am waiting here like ship waiting for the wel-
come breath of the wind.

Indeed yours, &c

Walt Whitman

Ms: Emerson Memorial Association, Harvard University
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To his sister-in-law Martha

Washington, January 2—4, 1863
Dear sister,

You have heard of my fortunes and misfortunes of course, (through my
letters to mother and Jeff,) since I left home, that Tuesday afternoon. But I
thought I would write a few lines to you, as it is a comfort to write home,
even if I have nothing particular to say. Well, dear sister, I hope you are well
and hearty, and that little sis keep as well as she always had, when I left
home, so far. Dear little plague, how I would like to have her with me, for
one day. I can fancy I see her, and hear her talk. Jeff must have got a note
from me about a letter I have written to the Eagle''—you may be sure you
will get letters enough from me, for I have little else to do at present. Since I
laid my eyes on dear brother George, and saw him alive and well—and since
I have spent a week in camp, down there opposite Fredericksburgh, and
seen what well men and sick men, and mangled men endure—it seems to
me I can be satisfied and happy henceforward if I can get one meal a day,
and know that mother and all are in good health, and especially if I can only
be with you again, and have some little steady paying occupation in N. Y. or
Brooklyn.

I am writing this in the office of Major Hapgood, way up in the top of a
big high house, corner of 15th and F. street—there is a splendid view, away
down south, of the Potomac river, and across to the Georgetown side, and
the grounds and houses of Washington spread out beneath my high point of
view. The weather is perfect—I have had that in my favor ever since leaving
home—yesterday and to-day it is bright, and plenty warm enough. The poor
soldiers are continually coming in from the hospitals, &c. to get their pay—
some of them waiting for it, to go home. They climb up here, quite exhausted,
and then find it is no good, for there is no money to pay them—there are
two or three paymasters desks in this room, and the scenes of disappoint-
ment are quite affecting. Here they wait in Washington, perhaps week after
[week], wretched and heart sick—this is the greatest place of delays and
puttings off, and no finding the clue to any thing—this building is the
paymaster general’s quarters, and the crowds on the walk and corner, of
poor sick, pale, tattered soldiers, are awful—many of them day after day,
disappointed and tired out. Well, Mat, I will suspend my letter for the
present, and go out through the city—1I have a couple of poor fellows in the

Hospital to visit also.
Walt.
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Saturday evening, Jan 3d.

I write this in the place where I have my lodging room, 394 L street, 4th
door above 14th street. A friend of mine, William D. O’Connor, has two
apartments, on the 3d floor, very ordinarily furnished, for which he pays the
extraordinary price of $25 a month. I have a werry little bedroom on the
2d floor—Mr. & Mrs. O’Connor and their little girl have all gone out “down
town” for an hour or two, to make some Saturday evening purchases, and I
am left in possession of the premises—so I sit by the fire, and scribble more
of my letter. T have not heard any thing from dear brother George since I left
the camp last Sunday morning, 28th Dec. I wrote to him on Tuesday last—1I
wish to get to him the two blue woolen shirts Jeff sent, as they would come
very acceptable to him—and will try to do it yet. I think of sending them by
mail, if the postage is not more than $1.

Yesterday I went out to the Campbell Hospital to see a couple of Brooklyn
boys, of the 51st. They knew I was in Washington, and sent me a note, to
come and see them. O my dear sister, how your heart would ache to go
through the rows of wounded young men, as I did—and stopt to speak a
comforting word to them. There were about 100 in one long room, just a
long shed neatly whitewashed inside. One young man was very much pros-
trated, and groaning with pain. I stopt and tried to comfort him. He was
very sick. I found he had not had any medical attention since he was brought
there—among so many he had been overlooked. So I sent for the doctor,
and he made an examination of him—the doctor behaved very well—
seemed to be anxious to do right—said that the young man would re-
cover—he had been brought pretty low with diarrthea and now had bron-
chitis, but not so serious as to be dangerous. I talked to him some time—he
seemed to have entirely give up, and lost heart—he had not a cent of
money—not a friend or acquaintance—I wrote a letter from him to his sis-
ter—his name is John A. Holmes, Campbello, Plymouth county, Mass. I
gave him a little change I had—he said he would like to buy a drink of milk,
when the woman came through with milk. Trifling as this was, he was over-
come and began to cry. Then there were many, many others. I mention the
one, as a specimen. My Brooklyn boys were John Lowery, shot at Fredericks-
burgh, and lost his left forearm, and Amos H. Vliet—]Jeff knows the latter—
he has his feet frozen, and is doing well. The 100 are in a ward, (6.)—and there
are, I should think, eight or ten or twelve such wards in the Campbell Hos-
pital—indeed a real village. Then there are some 38 more Hospitals here in
Washington, some of them much larger.
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Sunday forenoon, Jan 4, ’63.

Mat, I hope and trust dear mother and all are well, and every thing goes

on good home. The envelope I send, Jeff or any of you can keep for direc-

tion, or use it when wanted to write to me. As near as I can tell, the army at
Falmouth remains the same.

Dear sister, good bye.
Walt.

I send my love to Andrew and Jesse and Eddy and all—What distressing
news this is of the loss of the Monitor 2—
Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his brother Jeff

Washington, January 16, 1863
Dearest brother,

Your letter came last evening containing the $6.” Two days since I re-
ceived one from Probasco, containing $3 (not 5 as you mention.) I send a
note, same mail as this, acknowledging the latter. I shall, either by letter
giving specific names, hospitals, No. of the particular beds, and dates, or
more likely by a letter in print in newspaper, for I am going to print a sort of
hospital journal in some paper, send you and Mr. Lane and Probasco, a
pretty plain schedule of the manner of my outlays of the sums sent by them
to the hospital soldiers through me—as it would interest you all, as you say.
Meantime, dear brother, do not crowd the thing in the least—do not ask any
one when it becomes unpleasant—Ilet it be understood by our engineer
friends &c. that I have mentioned the subscription affair as forwarded, to be
left entirely to their sense of what they wish to do, and what they think it
would be discreet for them to do. I did not wish you to send $5, for I do not
think it right—it is entirely too much—nor mother $1—1I think she has
enough, present and future, to attend to—but since it has come, I shall use
it—1I distributed between 2 & $3 yesterday.

What ought to be done by our family, I feel that I am doing, and have
done myself. I have made $27 while I have been here, and got the money,
and I should think I have paid in little items and purchases and money gifts
at least $10 of that to the soldiers—I wouldn’t take a thousand dollars for
the satisfaction it has been to me—but, Jeff, I postpone till we come to-
gether again, any attempt to make you realize this whole thing.
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Of course you have received, (probably about to-day,) a long letter I have
written to Mother. Nothing definite appears to-day about the status or
movements of the Army of the Potomac, but my guess, at a venture, is, that
they either have moved down the Rappahannock toward Potomac, or are
about moving. Whether it is to cross or not and whether for an attack or
march, or whether as some think to Fortress Monroe, is quite unknown. You
must not be alarmed at hearing of an advance, or engagement—at a distance
it is more appalling than it deserves to be thought—Some think a portion
goes west to Rosecrans.™ It is so dangerous and critical for the government
to make any more failures like that at Fredericksburgh, that it seems incred-
ible to be any repetition of that most complete piece of mismanagement per-
haps ever yet known in the earth’s wars. I have not heard from George—it is
good that you got a long letter. Jeff, I feel that you and dearest mother are
perhaps needlessly unhappy and morbid about our dear brother—to be in
the army is a mixture of danger and security in this war which few realize—
they think exclusively of the danger.” [incomplete]

Ms: Whitman House, Camden

To Ralph Waldo Emerson

Washington, January 17, 1863

Your letters from Buffalo have just come to hand. They find me still hang-
ing around here—my plans, wants, ideas, &c gradually getting into shape.

I go a great deal into the Hospitals. Washington is full of them—Dboth in
town and out around the outskirts. Some of the larger ones are towns in
themselves. In small and large, all forty to fifty thousand inmates are minis-
tered to, as I hear. Being sent for by a particular soldier, three weeks since,
in the Campbell Hospital, I soon fell to going there and elsewhere to like
places daily. The first shudder has long passed over, and I must say I find
deep things, unreckoned by current print or speech. The Hospital, I do not
find it, the repulsive place of sores and fevers, nor the place of querulous-
ness, nor the bad results of morbid years which one avoids like bad s[mells]—
at least [not] so is it under the circumstances here—other hospitals may be,
but not here.

I desire and intend to write a little book out of this phase of America, her
masculine young manhood, its conduct under most trying of and highest of
all exigency, which she, as by lifting a corner in a curtain, has vouchsafed me
to see America, already brought to Hospital in her fair youth—brought and
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deposited here in this great, whited sepulchre of Washington itself—(this
union Capital without the first bit of cohesion—this collect of proofs how
low and swift a good stock can deteriorate—) Capital to which these depu-
ties most strange arrive from every quarter, concentrating here, well-drest,
rotten, meagre, nimble and impotent, full of gab, full always of their thrice-
accursed party—arrive and skip into the seats of mightiest legislation, and
take the seats of judges and high executive seats—while by quaint Provi-
dence come also sailed and wagoned hither this other freight of helpless
worn and wounded youth, genuine of the soil, of darlings and true heirs to
me the first unquestioned and convincing western crop, prophetic of the fu-
ture, proofs undeniable to all men’s ken of perfect beauty, tenderness and
pluck that never race yet rivalled.

But more, a new world here I find as I would show—a world full of its
separate action, play, suggestiveness—surely a medium world, advanced be-
tween our well-known practised one of body and of mind, and one there
may-be somewhere on beyond, we dream of, of the soul.

Not to fly off to these clouds, however, I must abruptly say to my friends,
where interested, that I find the best expression of American character I
have ever seen or conceived—practically here in these ranks of sick and
dying young men—nearly all I have seen, (five-sixths I think of those I have
seen,) farmers’ sons from the West, northwest—and from Pennsylvania,
New York, and from largely among the rest your Massachusetts, &c—now
after great and terrible experiences, here in their barracks they lie—in those
boarded Washington hospital barracks, whitewashed outside and in, one
story, high enough, airy and clean enough—one of the Wards, for sample, a
long stretch, a hundred and sixty feet long, with aisle down the middle, with
cots, fifty or more on each side—and Death there up and down the aisle,
tapping lightly by night or day here and there some poor young man, with
relieving touch—that is one Ward, a cluster of ten or twelve make a current
Washington Hospital—wherein this moment lie languishing, burning with
fever or down with diarrhea, the imperial blood and rarest marrow of the
North—here, at any rate, as I go for a couple of hours daily, and get to be
welcome and useful, I find the masses fully justified by closest contact, never -
vulgar, ever calm, without greediness, no flummery, no frivolity—responding
electric and without fail to affection, yet no whining—not the first unmanly
whimper have I yet seen or heard.

In the Patent Office Hospital, Dr. Stone,'* (Horatio Stone the sculptor—
in his ward, some 150 men—he has been surgeon here several months—
has had successive changes of soldiers in charge—some bad wounds, of
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course—amputations, sometimes rapidly followed by death, &c.—others
from fevers, &c. &c.)—he told me last evening that he had not in memory
one single case of a man’s meeting the approach of death, whether sudden or
slow, with fear or trembling—but always of these young men meeting their
death with steady composure, and often with curious readiness—

The Army (I noticed it first in camp, and the same here among the
wounded) is very young—and far more American than we supposed—ages
range mainly from 20 to 30—a slight sprinkling of men older—and a bigger
sprinkling of young lads 17 and 18—

As I took temporary memoranda of names, items, &c of one thing and
another, commissioned to get or do for the men—what they wished and
what their cases required from outside, &c—these memoranda grow bulky,
and suggest something to me—so I now make fuller notes, or a sort of jour-
nal, (not a mere dry journal though, I hope)—This thing I will record—it
belongs to the time, and to all the States—(and perhaps it belongs to me) "—
DRAFT LETTER: Barrett Collection, University of Virginia

To his brother Jeff

Washington, February 13, 1863
Dear brother,

Nothing new—still I thought I would write you a line this morning. The
$4, namely: $2 from Theo. A. Drake and 2 [from] John D. Martin, enclosed
in your letter of the roth came safe. They too will please accept the grateful
thanks of several poor fellows, in hospital here.

The letter of introduction to Mr. [E. D.] Webster, chief clerk, State De-
partment, will be very acceptable. If convenient, I should like Mr Lane to
send it on immediately. I do not so much look for an appointment from Mr.
Seward as his backing me from the State of New York. I have seen Preston
King *® this morning for the second time—(it is very amusing to hunt for an
office—so the thing seems to me just now—even if one don’t get it)—I have
seen Charles Sumner three times—he says every thing here moves as part of
a great machine, and that I must consign myself to the fate of the rest—still
[in] an interview I had with him yesterday he talked and acted as though he
had life in him, and would exert himself to any reasonable extent for me to
get something. Meantime I make about enough to pay my expenses by hack-
ing on the press here, and copying in the paymasters offices, a couple of
hours a day—one thing is favorable here, namely, pay for whatever one does
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is at a high rate—I have not yet presented my letters to either Seward or
Chase—TI thought I would get my forces all in a body, and make one concen-
trated dash, if possible with the personal introduction and presence of some
big bug—I like fat old Preston King, very much—he is fat as a hogshead,
with great hanging chops—the first thing he said to me the other day in the
parlor chamber of the Senate, when I sent in for him and he came out, was,
“Why, how can I do this thing, or any thing for you—how do I know but
you are a secessionist—you look for all the world, like an old Southern
planter—a regular Carolina or Virginia planter.” I treated him with just as
much hauteur as he did me with bluntness—this was the first time—it after-
ward proved that Charles Sumner had not prepared the way for me, as I
supposed, or rather, not so strongly as I supposed, and Mr. King had even
forgotten it—so I was as an entire stranger. But the same day C. S. talked
further with Mr. King in the Senate, and the second interview I had with the
latter, (this forenoon) he has given me a sort of general letter, endorsing me
from New York—one envelope is addressed to Secretary Chase, and an-
other to Gen. [Montgomery C.] Meigs, head Quartermaster’s Dep’t. Mean-
time, I am getting better and better acquainted with office-hunting wisdom,
and Washington peculiarities generally.

I spent several hours in the Capitol the other day—the incredible gor-
geousness of some of the rooms, (interior decorations &c)—rooms used
perhaps but for merely three or four Committee meetings in the course of
the whole year, is beyond one’s flightiest dreams. Costly frescoes of the style
of Taylor’s Saloon in Broadway, only really the best and choicest of their
sort, done by imported French & Italian artists, are the prevailing sorts
(imagine the work you see on the fine China vases, in Tiffany’s—the paint-
ings of Cupids & goddesses &c. spread recklessly over the arched ceiling
and broad panels of a big room—the whole floor underneath paved with
tesselated pavement, which is a sort of cross between marble & china, with
little figures drab, blue, cream color, &c).

These things, with heavy, elaborately wrought balustrades, columns, &
steps—all of the most beautiful marbles I ever saw, some white as milk,
others of all colors, green, spotted, lined, or of our old chocolate color—all
these marbles used as freely as if they were common blue flags—with rich
door-frames and window-casings of bronze and gold—heavy chandeliers
and mantels, and clocks in every room—and indeed by far the richest and
gayest, and most un-American and inappropriate ornamenting and finest in-
terior workmanship I ever conceived possible, spread in profusion through
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scores, hundreds, (and almost thousands) of rooms—such are what I find,
or rather would find to interest me, if I devoted time to it—But a few of the
rooms are enough for me—the style is without grandeur, and without sim-
plicity—These days, the state our country is in, and especially filled as I am
from top to toe, of late with scenes and thoughts of the hospitals, (America
seems to me now, though only in her youth, but brought already bere feeble,
bandaged and bloody i hospital)—these days 1 say, Jeft, all the poppy-show
goddesses and all the pretty blue & gold in which the interior Capitol is got
up, seem to me out of place beyond any thing I could tell—and I get away
from it as quick as I can when that kind of thought comes over me. I sup-
pose it is to be described throughout—those interiors—as all of them got
up in the French style—well enough for a New York [zncomplete]

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his brother Jeff

Washington, March 6, 1863

I go to the Hospitals about the same as ever—the last week or so, I have
been most every night to the Capitol, which has been all lit up—1I should
never get tired of wandering through the Senate wing at night—it is the most
costly, splendid and rich-painted place in its interminable mazes (I wander
around and lose myself in them) of corridors and halls, that I ever dreamed
of, or thought possible to construct—The great Halls of the H{ouse] of
Rlepresentatives] and the Senate, are wonderful and brilliant at night—they
show best then, (in some respects.) They are probably the most beautiful
rooms, ornamented and gilded style, in the world.

About what is called the Conscript Bill (an improper name) I hope and
pray from the bottom of my heart that, if they (the Government) are indeed
going on with the war, they will carry out that bill, and enrol every man in
the land—I would like to see the people embodied en-mzasse—I am very
sure I shall see that my name is in its place on the lists, and my body in the
ranks, if they do it that way—for #hat will be something like our nation get-
ting itself up in shape. The Bill however was really meant as a warning to
Louis Napoleon, or any other foreign meddler.

With my office-hunting, no special result yet. I cannot give up my Hospi-
tals yet. I never before had my feelings so thoroughly and (so far) per-
manently absorbed, to the very roots, as by these huge swarms of dear,
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wounded, sick, dying boys—1I get very much attached to some of them, and
many of them have come to depend on seeing me, and having me sit by them
a few minutes, as if for their lives. . . . [incomplete]

Ms: Whitman House, Camden

To his brother Jeff

Washington, March 18, 1863

I suppose George must be about leaving you to-day," to return to his regi-
ment—and I can realize how gloomy you will all be for two or three days,
especially Mother. Dear mother, you must keep up your spirits, and not get
downhearted. I hope you are all well—I think about you all every day—is
Mary® home?—you must write me all about every thing—I suppose the
bundle of George’s shirts, drawers, &c came safe by Adams express. I sent it
last Saturday, and it ought to have been delivered Monday in Brooklyn. I did
not pay the freight. Last Monday 16th I wrote to Mother, and sent her some
shinplasters. Saturday previous I sent a note home, enclosing the express
receipt.

Jeff, I wrote a letter to the Eagle,* and sent it yesterday—if it appears, it
will probably be to-day or to-morrow (or next day.) I wish you would look
out for it, and buy me 20 of the papers, (the afternoon it appears,) and send
them, the same as you did the other letter, direct care of Major Hapgood,
the same—put the engravings (20 of the large head) in the same package—
the postage will be at the rate of % cent per oz. You leave one end partially
unsealed. Send them as soon as convenient, after the letter appears, but no
such dreadful hurry.

I suppose you have been in quite a state of pleasure and excitement home,
with the visit of dear brother George. I was much pleased to hear by mother’s
letter that he was so sought for, and treated with so much attention—He
deserves it all—you must tell me all the particulars of his visit.

The Hospitals still engross a large part of my time and feelings—only I
don’t remain so long and make such exhausting-like visits, the last week—as
I have had a bad humming feeling and deafness, stupor-like at times, in my
head, which unfits me for continued exertion. It comes from a bad cold,
gathering I think in my head. If it were not that some of the soldiers really
depend on me to come, and the doctors tell me it is really necessary, I should
suspend my visits for two or three days, at least. Poor boys, you have no idea
how they cling to one, and how strong the tie that forms between us. Things
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here are just the same with me, neither better nor worse—(I feel so en-
grossed with my soldiers, I do not devote that attention to my office-hunting,
which is needed for success.)

Jeff, you must give my best respects to Mr. and Mrs. Lane, they have en-
abled me to do a world of good, and I can never forget them. I see you had a
great Union meeting in the Academy of Music—it is impossible to tell what
the government designs to do the coming season, but I suppose they will
push on the war. The south is failing fast in many respects—D’Almeida,?
the Frenchman I wrote about, told me that he was besieged every where
down south to sell (for confederate money) any and every thing he had, his
clothes, his boots, his haversack, &c &c. Then their niggers will gradually
melt, certain. So the fates fight for us, even if our generals do not. Jeff, to see
what I see so much of, puts one entirely out of conceit of war—still for all
that I am not sure but I go in for fighting on—the choice is hard on either
part, but to cave in the worst—good bye, dearest brother.

Walt.

ms: Whitman House, Camden

To Nathaniel Bloom and John F. S. Gray”

Washington, March 19 and 20, 1863
Dear Nat, and Fred Gray:

Since I left New York, I was down in the Army of the Potomac in front
with my brother a good part of the winter, commencing time of the battle of
Fredericksburgh—have seen war-life, the real article—folded myself in a
blanket, lying down in the mud with composure—relished salt pork & hard
tack—have been on the battle-field among the wounded, the faint and the
bleeding, to give them nourishment—have gone over with a flag of truce the
next day to help direct the burial of the dead—have struck up a tremendous
friendship with a young Mississippi captain (about 19) that we took prisoner
badly wounded at Fredericksburgh—(he has followed me here, is in Emory
hospital here, minus a leg—he wears his confederate uniform, proud as the
devil—I met him first at Falmouth, in the Lacy house, middle of December
last, his leg just cut off, and cheered him up—poor boy, he has suffered a
great deal, and still suffers—has eyes bright as a hawk, but face pale—our
affection is quite an affair, quite romantic—sometimes when I lean over to
say I am going, he puts his arm round my neck, draws my face down, &c.
quite a scene for the New Bowery.)
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I spent the Christmas holidays on the Rappahannock—during January
came up hither, took a lodging room here—did the 37th Congress, espe-
cially the night sessions the last three weeks, explored the Capitol then,
meandering the gorgeous painted interminable senate corridors, getting lost
in them, (a new sensation, rich & strong, that endless painted interior at
night)—got very much interested in some particular cases in Hospitals
here—go now steadily to more or less of said Hospitals by day or night—
find always the sick and dying soldiers forthwith begin to cling to me in a
way that makes a fellow feel funny enough. These Hospitals, so different
from all others—these thousands, and tens and twenties of thousands of
American young men, badly wounded, all sorts of wounds, operated on, pal-
lid with diarrhea, languishing, dying with fever, pneumonia, &c. open a new
world somehow to me, giving closer insights, new things, exploring deeper
mines than any yet, showing our humanity, (I sometimes put myself in fancy
in the cot, with typhoid, or under the knife,) tried by terrible, fearfulest tests,
probed deepest, the living soul’s, the body’s tragedies, bursting the petty
bonds of art. To these, what are your dramas and poems, even the oldest and
the tearfulest? Not old Greek mighty ones, where man contends with fate,
(and always yields)—not Virgil showing Dante on and on among the ago-
nized & damned, approach what here I see and take a part in. For here I see,
not at intervals, but quite always, how certain, man, our American man—
how he holds himself cool and unquestioned master above all pains and
bloody mutilations. It is immense, the best thing of all, nourishes me of all
men. This then, what frightened us all so long! Why it is put to flight with
ignominy, a mere stuffed scarecrow of the fields. O death where is thy sting?
O grave where is thy victory? &c. . . . But let me change the subject—1I have
given you screed enough about death and Hospitals—and too much, since I
got started. Only I have some curious yarns I promise you, my darlings and
gossips, by word of mouth, whene’er we meet.

Washington and its points I find bear a second and a third perusal, and
doubtless indeed many. My first impressions, architectural, &c. were not
favorable; but upon the whole, the city, the spaces, buildings, &c make no
unfit emblem of our country, so far, so broadly planned, every thing in
plenty, money & materials staggering with plenty, but the fruit of the plans,
the knit, the combination yet wanting—Determined to express ourselves
greatly in a capital but no fit capital yet here—(time, associations, wanting, I
suppose)—many a hiatus yet—many a thing to be taken down and done
over again yet—perhaps an entire change of base—may-be a succession of
changes. Congress does not seize very hard upon me—1I studied it and its
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members with curiosity, and long—much gab, great fear of public opinion,
plenty of low business talent, but no masterful man in Congress, (probably
best so.) I think well of the President. He has a face like a hoosier Michael
Angelo, so awful ugly it becomes beautiful, with its strange mouth, its deep
cut, criss-cross lines, and its doughnut complexion. My notion is, too, that
underneath his outside smutched mannerism, and stories from third-class
county bar-rooms, (it is his humor,) Mr. Lincoln keeps a fountain of first-
class practical telling wisdom. I do not dwell on the supposed failures of his
government; he has shown, I sometimes think, an almost supernatural tact
in keeping the ship afloat at all, with head steady, not only not going down,
and now certain not to, but with proud and resolute spirit, and flag flying in
sight of the world, menacing and high as ever. I say never yet captain, never
ruler, had such a perplexing, dangerous task as his, the past two years. I
more and more rely upon his idiomatic western genius, careless of court
dress or court decorums.

I am living here without much definite aim, (except going to the hospi-
tals)—yet I have quite a good time—I make some money by scribbling for
the papers, and as copyist. I have had, (and have,) thoughts of trying to get a
cletkship or something, but I only try in a listless sort of way, and of course
do not succeed. I have strong letters of introduction from Mr. Emerson to
Mr. Seward and Mr. Chase, but I have not presented them. I have seen Mr.
Sumner several times anent of my office-hunting—he promised fair once—
but he does not seem to be finally fascinated. I hire a bright little 3d story
front room, with service, &c. for $7 a month, dine in the same house, (394 L
st. a private house)—and remain yet much of the old vagabond that so
gracefully becomes me. I miss you all, my darlings & gossips, Fred Gray, and
Bloom and Russell and every body. I wish you would all come here in a
body—that would be divine. (We would drink ale, which is here of the
best.) My health, strength, personal beauty, &c. are, I am happy to inform
you, without diminution, but on the contrary quite the reverse. I weigh full
220 pounds avoirdupois, yet still retain my usual perfect shape—a regular
model. My beard, neck, &c. are woolier, fleecier, whiteyer than ever. I wear
army boots, with magnificent black morocco tops, the trousers put in,
wherein shod and legged confront I Virginia’s deepest mud with super-
cilious eyes. The scenery around Washington is really fine, the Potomac a
lordly river, the hills, woods, &c all attractive. I poke about quite a good
deal. Much of the weather here is from heaven—of late, though, a stretch
decidedly from the other point. To-night (for it is night, about 10) I sit alone
writing this epistle, (which will doubtless devour you all with envy and admi-
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ration,) in the room adjoining my own particular. A gentleman and his wife,
who occupy the two other apartments on this floor, have gone to see Heron
in Medea*—have put their little child to bed, and left me in charge. The
little one is sleeping soundly there in the back room, and I, (plagued with a
cold in the head,) sit here in the front, by a good fire, writing as aforesaid to
my gossips & darlings. The evening is lonesome & still. I am entirely alone.
“O solitude where are the charms,” &c &c.

Now you write to me good long letters, my own boys. You, Bloom, give
me your address particular, dear friend. Tell me Charles Russell’s address,
particular—also write me about Charles Chauncey. Tell me about every
body. For, dearest gossips, as the hart panteth, &c. so my soul after any and
all sorts of items about you all. My darling, dearest boys, if I could be with
you this hour, long enough to take only just three mild hot rums, before the
cool weather closes.

Friday Morning, 20th—1 finish my letter in the office of Major Hapgood, a
paymaster, and a friend of mine. This is a large building, filled with pay-
masters’ offices, some thirty or forty or more. This room is up on the fifth
floor, (a most noble and broad view from my window.) Curious scenes
around here—a continual stream of soldiers, officers, cripples, &c &c. some
climbing wearily up the stairs. They seek their pay—and every hour, almost
every minute, has its incident, its hitch, its romance, farce or tragedy. There
are two paymasters in this room. A sentry at the street door, another half
way up the stairs, another at the chief clerk’s door, all with muskets & bay-
onets—sometimes a great swarm, hundreds, around the side walk in front,
waiting. (Every body is waiting for something here.) I take a pause, look up a
couple of minutes from my pen and paper—see spread, off there, the Poto-
mac, very fine, nothing petty about it—the Washington monument,” not
half finished—the public grounds around it filled with ten thousand beeves,
on the hoof—to the left the Smithsonian with its brown turrets—to the
right, far across, Arlington Heights, the forts, eight or ten of them—then the
long bridge, and down a ways, but quite plain, the shipping of Alexandria—
opposite me, and in stone throw, is the Treasury building—and below the
bustle and life of Pennsylvania avenue. I shall hasten with my letter, and
then go forth and take a stroll down “the avenue” as they call it here.

Now, you boys, don’t you think I have done the handsome thing by writ-
ing this astounding, magnificent letter—certainly the longest I ever wrote in
my life. Fred, I wish you to present my best respects to your father. Bloom
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and all, one of these days we will meet, and make up for lost time, my
dearest boys.

Walt.

Address me, care Major Hapgood, paymaster, U.S. Army, cor 15th &
F sts. Washington. How is Mullen? give him my respects—How is Ben
Knower? how the twinkling and temperate Towle? remember me to them.
Ms: Barrett Collection, University of Virginia

To Thomas P. Sawyer, a soldier®

Washington, April 21, 1863

Tom, I thought I would write you a few words, and take chances of its
getting to you—though there is great excitement now about the Army of the
Potomac, no passes allowed, mails held over, &c. &c.—still I thought I
would write, and take chances.

There is nothing very special here about Washington—they seem to be
shoving troops off from here now all the time, in small or large bodies—the
convalescents are doing guard duty &c in the Hospitals—even the old regi-
ments doing patrol, & provost, are sent off. So I suppose something is up.
Tom, I was at Armory last evening, saw Lewy Brown, sat with him a good
while, he was very cheerful, told me how he laid out to do, when he got well
enough to go from hospital, (which he expects soon), says he intends to go
home to Maryland, go to school, and learn to write better, and learn a little
bookkeeping, &c.—so that he can be fit for some light employment. Lew is
so good, so affectionate—when I came away, he reached up his face, I put
my arm around him, and we gave each other a long kiss, half a minute long.
We talked about you while I was there. I saw Hiram [Sholes] but did not
speak to him. He lay pale and pretty sick, sound asleep. I could not help
stopping before I came away, and looking at him—it was pitiful to see him,
so pale, sound asleep—Poor Hiram—he is a good boy—he gets no better.
Johnny Mahay does not get any better, in Ward E. He is going to have an
operation performed on him by Dr. Bliss.?” Tom, I do not know who you
was most intimate with in the Hospital, or I would write you about them.

As to me, there is nothing new with me, or my affairs. I manage to pay my
way here in Washington, what I make writing letters for the New York papers,
&c. When I stopped here, last January, on my return from Falmouth, I
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thought I would stop only a few days, before returning to New York, and see
if T could not get some berth, cletkship or something—but I have not
pushed strong enough—have not got anything—and I don’t know as I
could be satisfied with the life of a clerk in the departments anyhow. So I
have hung along here ever since. I guess I enjoy a kind of vagabond life any
how. I go around some, nights, when the spirit moves me, sometimes to the
gay places, just to see the sights. Tom, I wish you was here. Somehow I don’t
find the comrade that suits me to a dot—and I won’t have any other, not
for good.

Well, Tom, the war news is not lovely, is it? We feel disappointed here
about Charleston?—I felt as blue about it as anybody. I was so in hopes
they would take the conceit out of that gassy city. It seems to me always as if
Charleston has done the biggest business of blowing & mischief, on a small
capital of industry or manliness, of any city the world ever knew. But for all
our bad success at Charleston, and even if we fail for a while elsewhere, I
believe this Union will conquer in the end, as sure as there’s a God in
heaven. This country can’t be broken up by Jeff Davis, & all his damned
crew. Tom, I sometimes feel as if I didn’t want to live—life would have no
charm for me, if this country should fail after all, and be reduced to take a
third rate position, to be domineered over by England & France & the
haughty nations of Europe &c and we unable to help ourselves. But I have
no thought that will ever be, this country I hope would spend her last drop
of blood, and last dollar, rather than submit to such humiliation.

O T hope Hooker? will have good success in his plans, whatever they may
be. We have been foiled so often in our plans, it seems as though it was too
much. And our noble Army of the Potomac, so brave, so capable, so full of
good men, I really believe they are this day the best in the world. God grant
Hooker may have success, and his brave boys may at last achieve the victory
they deserve. O how much I think about them though. I suppose that does
no good. Tom, you tell the boys of your company there is an old pirate up in
Washington, with the white wool growing all down his neck—an old com-
rade who thinks about you & them every day, for all he don’t know them,
and will probably never see them, but thinks about them as comrades &
younger brothers of his, just the same.

These lines may never reach you, as it is talked here that the Army of the
Potomac is in for a real fighting march, at last, may be something desperate,
it may continue some time when it once begins. Tom, I thought I would
write you a few words, hoping they might reach you. Dear comrade, you
must not forget me, for I never shall you. My love you have in life or death
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forever. I don’t know how you feel about it, but it is the wish of my heart to
have your friendship, and also that if you should come safe out of this war,
we should come together again in some place where we could make our
living, and be true comrades and never be separated while life lasts—and
take Lew Brown too, and never separate from him. Or if things are not so to
be—if you get these lines, my dear, darling comrade, and any thing should
go wrong, so that we do not meet again, here on earth, it seems to me, (the
way [ feel now,) that my soul could never be entirely happy, even in the
world to come, without you, dear comrade.” And if it is God’s will, I hope
we shall yet meet, as I say, if you feel as I do about it—and if [it] is destined
that we shall not, you have my love none the less, whatever should keep you
from me, no matter how many years. God bless you, Tom, and preserve you
through the perils of the fight.

Good bye, my darling comrade, my dear darling brother, for so I will call
you, and wish you to call me the same.
DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To Thomas P. Sawyer, a soldier

Washington, April 26, 1863
Dear comrade,

I have not heard from you for some time, Lewy Brown has received two
letters from you, & Walter in Ward E has received one three weeks ago.
I wrote you a letter about a week ago, which I hope you have received. I was
sorry you did not come up to my room to get the shirt & other things you
promised to accept from me and take when you went away. I got them all
ready, a good strong blue shirt, a pair of drawers & socks, and it would have
been a satisfaction to me if you had accepted them. I should have often
thought now Tom may be wearing around his body something from 7ze, &
that it might contribute to your comfort, down there in camp on picket, or
sleeping in your tent.

Lewy Brown and Hiram [Sholes] are about the same. I saw Lewy & sat
with him last evening. I go to see him almost every evening. He sets up a
little in the chair, during the middle of the day—his foot is doing pretty well.
There is quite a time at Armory about Dr. Bliss—some say he is under arrest
for defrauding the government. There is a new surgeon in charge—I have
not seen him. In Ward K there is a new surgeon, Dr. Rose. There is quite a
change, with men & doctors, going and coming.
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Well, Tom, how did you stand the gay old rain storm of Thursday & Fri-
day last? It rained here enough to wet hell itself, and swamp the fires. But
yesterday & to-day here have been fine. The talk here previously was all
about Hooker’s advance—we expected a big fight, on the jump—but of
course the storm has laid an injunction on that for some days.

Yet I suppose Hooker must move soon, & that there will be fighting and
lots of marches and skirmishes, &c before the summer is through. O my
dear comrade & brother, I hope it will prove your good luck to come safe
through all the engagements & marches of this war, & that we shall meet
again, not to part. I hope this letter will find you in good health & spirits.

Tom, I will not write a long yarn at present. I guess I have not made out
much of a letter, anyhow at present, but I will let it go, whatever it is, hoping
it may please you, coming from old wooly-neck, who loves you. You must let
that make up for all deficiencies now and to come. Not a day passes, nor a
night but I think of you. Now, my dearest comrade, I will bid you so long, &
hope God will put it in your heart to bear toward me a little at least of the
feeling I have about you. If it is only a quarter as much I shall be satisfied.

Your faithful friend & brother,

Walt

Tom, it is now about 9 o’clock, a fine moonlight night. I am going to close
this up, and then scud out for a walk to the post office. Good by again, &
God bless you, dear brother.

DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To his mother

Washington, May 13, 1863
Dearest Mother, ‘

I am late with my letter this week—my poor, poor boys occupy my time
very much—TI go every day, & sometimes nights—1I believe I mentioned a
young man in Ward F, Armory Square, with a bad wound in the leg, very
agonizing, had to have it propt up, & an attendant all the while dripping
water on night & day—I was in hopes at one time he would get through
with it, but a few days ago he took a sudden bad turn, & died about 3 o’clock
the same afternoon—it was horrible—he was of good family (handsome,
intelligent man, about 26, married) his name was John Elliott of Cumberland
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Valley, Bedford Co., Penn., belonged to 2d Pennsylvania Cavalry. I felt very
bad about it—1I have wrote to his father—have not rec’d any answer yet—
no friend nor any of his folks was here & have not been here nor sent,
probably didnt know of it at all. The surgeons put off amputating the leg, he
was so exhausted, but at last it was imperatively necessary to amputate—
mother, I am shocked to tell you, that he never came alive off the ampu-
tating table—he died under the operation—it was what I had dreaded &
anticipated—poor young man, he suffered much, very very much, for many
days & bore it so patiently—so it was a release to him—Mother, such things
are awful—not a soul here he knew or cared about, except me—yet the
surgeons & nurses were good to him—1I think all was done for him that
could be—there was no help but to take off the leg—he was under chlo-
roform—they tried their best to bring him to—three long hours were spent,
a strong smelling bottle held under his nostrils, with other means, three
hours. Mother, how contemptible all the usual little worldly prides & vani-
ties & striving after appearances, seems in the midst of such scenes as
these—such tragedies of soul & body. To see such things & not be able to
help them is awful—1I feel almost ashamed of being so well & whole.

Dear mother, I have not heard from George himself—but I got a letter
from Fred McReady, a young Brooklyn man in sist—he is intimate with
George, said he was well & hearty—I got the letter about five days ago—1I
wrote to George four days since, directed to Winchester, Kentucky. I got a
letter from a friend in Nashville, Tenn., yesterday, he told me the gth Army
Corps was ordered to move to Murfreesboro, Tenn. I don’t know whether
this is so or not. I send papers to George almost every day. So far, I think it
was fortunate the 51st was moved west, & I hope it will prove to continue so.
Mother, it is all a lottery, this war, no one knows what will come up next.

Mother, I rec’d Jeff’s letter of May oth, it was welcome, as all Jeff’s letters
are, & all others from home. Jeff says you do not hear from me at home but
seldom—DMother, I write once a week to you regular—but I will write soon
to Jeff a good long letter—I have wanted to for some time, but have been
much occupied. Dear brother, I wish you to say to Probasco & all the other
young men on the Works, I send them my love & best thanks—never any
thing came more acceptable than the little fund they forwarded me, the last
week, through Mr. Lane—Qur wounded, from Hookert’s battles, are worse
wounded & more of them, than any battle of the war & indeed any I may say
of modern times (we have lost from 15,000 to 20,000)—Dbesides, the weather
has been very hot here, very bad for new wounds. Yet as Jeff writes so down-
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hearted I must tell him the rebellion has lost worse & more than we have—
the more I find out about it, the more I think they, the confederates, have
rec’d an irreparable harm & loss in Virginia. I should not be surprised to see
them (either voluntarily or by force) leaving Virginia, before many weeks.
I don’t see how on earth they can stay there—I think Hooker is already
reaching after them again—I myself do not give up Hooker yet—
Dear mother, I should like to hear from Han, poor Han—I send my best
love to Sister Mat & all. Good bye, dearest mother.
Walt.

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, May 19, 1863
Dearest mother,

I received a letter from Heyde this morning, one of the usual sort, about
as interesting as a dose of salts. Says Han has not been able to stand erect for
the past five months—the doctor told her lately that she might possibly re-
cover in one year if she was careful—then says he thinks, & he don’t think,
& has taken a little place, & Han has a girl to wait on her, &c. &c. All
amounts to nothing more than we knew before, & only serves to make one
feel almost heart-sick about Han, & the awful snarl in which we are all fixed
about it all, & what to do. I wrote to Han yesterday, (before I received this
letter of Heyde’s), I wrote a short letter of my own, & sent her George’s
letter to you, (I cut out what was said about the money, as I did not wish
Heyde to see it.)

I also sent George a letter yesterday—have not got any letter myself from
Georgy, but have sent him quite a good many & papers—Mother, what a
tramp the 5tst has had—they only need now to go to California, & they will
finish the job complete—

O mother, how welcome the shirts were—I was putting off, & putting off,
to get some new ones, I could not find any one to do them as I wear them, &
it would have cost such a price—& so my old ones had got to be, when they
come back from the wash I had to laugh, they were a lot of rags, held to-
gether with starch—I have a very nice old black aunty for a washwoman,
but she bears down pretty hard I guess when she irons them, & they showed
something like the poor old city of Fredericksburgh does, since Burnside
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bombarded it—Well, mother, when the bundle came, I was so glad—& the
coats t0o, worn as they are, they come in very handy—& the cake, dear
mother, I am almost like the boy that put it under his pillow—& woke up in
the night & eat some—1I carried a good chunk to a young man wounded, I
think a good deal of, & it did him so much good—it is dry, but all the better,
as he eat it with tea & it relished—I eat a piece with him & drinked some
tea, out of his cup, as I sat by the side of his cot—Mother, I have neglected I
think what I ought to have told you two or three weeks ago, that is that I had
to discard my old clothes, somewhat because they were too thick & more
still because they were worse gone in than any I ever yet wore I think in my
life, especially the trowsers—wearing my big boots had caused the inside of
the legs just above the knee to wear two beautiful round holes right through
cloth & partly through the lining, producing a novel effect, which was not
necessary, as I produce a sufficient sensation without—then they were des-
perately faded—I have a nice plain suit, of a dark wine color, looks very
well, & feels good, single breasted sack coat with breast pockets &c. & vest
& pants same as what I always wear, (pants pretty full,) so upon the whole
all looks unusually good for me, my hat is very good yet, boots ditto, have a
new necktie, nice shirts, you can imagine I cut quite a swell—I have not
trimmed my beard since I left home, but it is not grown much longer, only
perhaps a little bushier—1I keep about as stout as ever, & the past five or six
days I have felt wonderful well, indeed never did I feel better—about ten or
twelve days ago, we had a short spell of very warm weather here, but for
about six days now it has been delightful, just warm enough.

I generally go to the hospitals from 12 to 4—& then again from 6 to 9—
some days I only go either in the middle of the day, or evening, not both—&
then when I feel somewhat opprest, I skip over a day, or make perhaps a
light call only, as I have received several cautions from the doctors, who tell
me that one must beware of continuing too steady & long in the air & influ-
ences of the hospitals—1I find the caution a wise one.

Mother, you or Jeff must write me what Andrew does about going to
North Carolina*—1I should think it might have a beneficial effect upon his
throat.

I wrote Jeff quite a long letter Sunday—Jeff must write to me whenever he
can, I like dearly to have them, & whenever you feel like it you too, dear
mother—tell sis her uncle Walt will come back one of these days from the
sick soldiers & take her out on Fort Greene again—Mother, I received a
letter yesterday from John Elliott’s father, in Bedford co[unty,] Pennsyl-
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vania, (the young man I told you about, who died under the operation)—it
was very sad, it was the first he knew about it—1I don’t know whether I told
you of Dennis Barnett, pneumonia, three weeks since, had got well enough
to be sent home—

Dearest mother, I hope you will take things as easy as possible & try to
keep a good heart—Matty, my dear sister, I have to inform you that I was
treated to a splendid dish of ice cream Sunday night, I wished you was with
me to have another—I send you my love, dear sister. Mother, I hope by all
means it will be possible to keep the money whole, to get some ranch next
spring, if not before, I mean to come home & build it. Good bye for the
present, dear mother.

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Thomas P. Sawyer, a soldier

Washington, May 27, 1863
Dear brother,

I sit down to rattle off in haste a few lines to you. I do not know what is
the reason I have been favored with nary a word from you, to let me know
whether you are alive & well—that is, if you are so, which I pray to God you
are. My thoughts are with you often enough, & I make reckoning when we
shall one day be together again—ryet how useless it is to make calculations
for the future. Still a fellow will.

Tom, I wrote you one letter April 21st, & then another April 26th. The
first one must have gone all right, as a letter was received by me April 28th,
(very pretty written)—but I have not heard whether you got my second
letter. I enclosed in it an envelope with my address on, in hopes you would
write to me.

Well, dear brother, the great battle between Hooker & Lee came off, &
what a battle it was—without any decisive results again, though at the cost
of so many brave men’s lives & limbs—it seems too dreadful, that such
bloody contests, without settling any thing, should go on. The hospitals here
are filled with the wounded, I think the worst cases & the plentiest of any
fighting yet. Was you in the fight? I have made inquiries of two of the rrth
Mass. here in hospital, but they could not tell me about you for certain.

Lewy Brown seems to be getting along pretty well. T hope he will be up &



1861 -—18 65 63

around before long—he is a good boy, & has my love, & when he is dis-
charged, I should feel it a comfort to share with Lewy whatever I might
have—& indeed if I ever have the means, he shall never want.

Dr. Bliss was removed from Armory & put for a few days in the Old Capi-
tol prison—there is now some talk however of his going back to Armory.

There is no particular change in my affairs here—1I just about manage to
pay my way, with newspaper correspondence &c. Tom, I believe I shall have
to lay pipe for some office, clerkship, or something—

We had awful hot weather here three or four days ago—O how the grease
run off of me—1I invested in an umbrella & fan—it must have been gay
down there about Falmouth—didn’t you want some ice cream about last
Sunday?

My dearest comrade, I cannot, though I attempt it, put in a letter the feel-
ings of my heart—I suppose my letters sound strange & unusual to you as it
is, but as I am only expressing the truth in them, I do not trouble myself on
that account. As I intimated before, I do not expect you to return for me the
same degree of love I have for you.

DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To his mother

Washington, June 22, 1863
Dear mother,

Jeff’s letter came informing me of the birth of the little girl,” & that Matty
was feeling pretty well, so far. I hope it will continue—Dear sister, I should
much like to come home & see you & the little one, I am sure from Jeff’s
description it is a noble babe, & as to its being a gitl it is all the better. (I am
not sure but the Whitman breed gives better women than men.)

Well, mother, we are generally anticipating a lively time here or in the
neighborhood, as it is probable Lee is feeling about to strike a blow on
Washington, or perhaps right into it—& as Lee is no fool, it is perhaps pos-
sible he may give us a good shake—he is not very far off—yesterday was a
fight to the southwest of here all day, we heard the cannons nearly all day—
the wounded are arriving in small squads every day, mostly cavalry, a great
many Ohio men—they send off to-day from the Washington hospitals a
great many to New York, Philadelphia, &c. all who are able, to make room,
which looks ominous—indeed it is pretty certain that there is to be some
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severe fighting, may be a great battle again, the pending week—1I am getting
so callous that it hardly arouses me at all—I fancy I should take it very quietly
if T found myself in the midst of a desperate conflict here in Washington.

Mother, I have nothing particular to write about—1I see & hear nothing
but new & old cases of my poor suffering boys in Hospitals, & I dare say you
have had enough of such things—1I have not missed a day at Hospital I think
for more than three weeks—I get more & more wound round—poor young
men—there are some cases that would literally sink & give up, if I did not
pass a portion of the time with them—1I have quite made up my mind about
the lecturing &c project—I have no doubt it will succeed well enough, the
way I shall put it in operation—you know, mother, it is to raise funds to
enable me to continue my Hospital ministrations, on a more free handed
scale—As to the Sanitary Commissions & the like, I am sick of them all, &
would not accept any of their berths—you ought to see the way the men as
they lie helpless in bed turn away their faces from the sight of these Agents,
Chaplains &c. (hirelings as Elias Hicks** would call them—they seem to me
always a set of foxes & wolves)—they get well paid, & are always incompe-
tent & disagreeable—As I told you before the only good fellows I have met
are the Christian Commissioners—they go everywhere & receive no pay”—

Dear, dear mother, I want much to see you & dear Matty too, I send you
both [my] best love, & Jeff too—the pictures came—1I have not heard from

George nor Han. I write a day earlier than usual.
Walt

We here think Vicksburgh is ours**—the probability is that it has capitu-
lated—& there has been no general assault—can’t tell yet whether the s51st
went there—we are having very fine weather here to-day—rained last night.
Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, June 30, 1863
Dearest Mother,

Your letter with Han’s I have sent to George, though whether it will find
him or not I cannot tell, as I think the 51st must be away down at Vicks-
burgh—1I have not had a word from George yet—Mother, I have had quite
an attack of sore throat & distress in my head for some days past, up to last
night, but to-day I feel nearly all right again. I have been about the city same
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as usual, nearly—to the Hospitals, &c, [ mean—1I am told that I hover too
much over the beds of the hospitals, with fever & putrid wounds, &c. One
soldier, brought here about fifteen days ago, very low with typhoid fever,
Livingston Brooks, Co B 17th Penn Cavalry, I have particularly stuck to, as I
found him in what appeared to be a dying condition, from negligence, & a
horrible journey of about forty miles, bad roads & fast driving—& then
after he got here, as he is a simple country boy, very shy & silent, & made no
complaint, they neglected him—TI found him something like I found John
Holmes last winter—I called the doctor’s attention to him, shook up the
nurses, had him bathed in spirits, gave him lumps of ice, & ice to his head,
he had a fearful bursting pain in his head, & his body was like fire—he was
very quiet, a very sensible boy, old fashioned—he did not want to die, & I
had to lie to him without stint, for he thought I knew everything, & I always
put in of course that what I told him was exactly the truth, & that if he got
really dangerous I would tell him & not conceal it.

The rule is to remove bad fever patients out from the main wards to a tent
by themselves, & the doctor told me he would have to be removed. I broke
it gently to him, but the poor boy got it immediately in his head that he was
marked with death, & was to be removed on that account—it had a great
effect upon him, & although I told the truth this time it did not have as good
a result as my former fibs—I persuaded the doctor to let him remain—for
three days he lay just about an even chance, go or stay, with a little leaning
toward the first—But, mother, to make a long story short, he is now out of
any immediate danger—he has been perfectly rational throughout—begins
to taste a little food, (for a week he eat nothing, I had to compel him to take
a quarter of an orange, now & then)—& I will say, whether any one calls it
pride or not, that if he does get up & around again, it’s me that saved his life.
Mother, as I have said in former letters, you can have no idea how these sick
& dying youngsters cling to a fellow, & how fascinating it is, with all its hos-
pital surroundings of sadness & scenes of repulsion & death.

In this same hospital, Armory Square, where this cavalry boy is, I have
about fifteen or twenty particular cases I see much too, some of them as
much as him—there are two from East Brooklyn, George Monk, Co A 78th
NY, & Stephen Redgate, (his mother is a widow in E[ast] B[rooklyn], I
have written her,) both are pretty badly wounded—both are youngsters
under 19—O mother, there seems to me as I go through these rows of cots,
as if it was too bad to accept these children, to subject them to such pre-
mature experiences—I devote myself much to Armory Square Hospital be-
cause it contains by far the worst cases, most repulsive wounds, has the most
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suffering & most need of consolation—I go every day without fail, & often
at night—sometimes stay very late—no one interferes with me, guards, doc-
tors, nurses, nor any one—I am let to take my own course.

Well, mother, I suppose you folks think we are in a somewhat dubious
position here in Washington, with Lee in strong force almost between us &
you northerners*—Well it does look ticklish, if the rebs cut the connection,
then there will be fun—The reb cavalry come quite near us, dash in & steal
wagon trains, &c—It would be funny if they should come some night to the
President’s country house, (soldier’s home,) where he goes out to sleep every
night—it is in the same direction as their saucy raid last Sunday—Mr.
Lincoln passes here (14th st) every evening on his way out—1I noticed him
last evening about ¥ past 6, he was in his barouche, two horses, guarded by
about thirty cavalry. The barouche comes first under a slow trot, driven by
one man in the box, no servant or footman beside—the cavalry all follow
closely after with a lieutenant at their head—I had a good view of the Presi-
dent last evening—he looks more careworn even than usual—his face with
deep cut lines, seams, & his complexion gray, through very dark skin, a curi-
ous looking man, very sad—1I said to a lady who was looking with me, “Who
can see that man without losing all wish to be sharp upon him personally?
Who can say he has not a good soul?” The lady assented, although she is
almost vindictive on the course of the administration, (thinks it wants nerve
&c., the usual complaint). The equipage is rather shabby, horses indeed al-
most what my friends the Broadway drivers would call o/d plugs. The Presi-
dent dresses in plain black clothes, cylinder hat—he was alone yesterday—
As he came up, he first drove over to the house of the Sec[retary] of War, on
K st about 300 feet from here, sat in his carriage while Stanton came out &
had a 15 minutes interview with him (I can see from my window)—& then
wheeled around, & slowly trotted around the corner & up Fourteenth st.,
the cavalry after him—I really think it would be safer for him just now to
stop at the White House, but I expect he is too proud to abandon the for-
mer custom—Then about an hour after, we had a large cavalry regiment
pass, with blankets, arms, &c, on the war march over the same track—the
reg’t was very full, over a thousand, indeed thirteen or fourteen hundred—it
was an old reg’t, veterans, old fighters, young as they were—they were pre-
ceded by a fine mounted band of sixteen, (about ten bugles, the rest cymbals
& drums)—I tell you, mother, it made every thing ring—made my heart
leap, they played with a will—then the accompaniment—the sabres rattled
on a thousand men’s sides—they had pistols, their heels spurred—handsome



1861 -18635 67

American young men, (I make no acc’t of any other)—rude uniforms, well
worn, but good cattle, prancing—all good riders, full of the devil, nobody
shaved, all very sunburnt. The regimental officers (splendidly mounted, but
just as roughly drest as the men) came immediately after the band, then
company after company, with each its officers at its head—the tramping of
so many horses (there is a good hard turnpike)—then a long train of men
with led horses, mounted negroes, & a long long string of baggage wagons,
each with four horses—& then a strong rear guard—I tell you it had the
look of real war—noble looking fellows—a man looks & feels so proud on a
good horse, & armed—They are off toward the region of Lee’s (supposed)
rendezvous, toward the Susquehannah, for the great anticipated battle—
Alas, how many of these healthy handsome rollicking young men will lie
cold in death, before the apples ripe in the orchids—

Mother, it is curious & stirring here, in some respects—smaller or larger
bodies of troops are moving continually—many just well men are turned out
of the hospitals—I am where I see a good deal of them—There are getting
to be many black troops—there is one very good reg’t here black as tar—
they go armed, have the regular uniform—they submit to no nonsense—
others are constantly forming—it is getting to be a common sight—they
press them. [ncomplete]

Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To his mother

Washington, July 7, 1863
Mother, it seems to be certain that Meade® has gained the day, & that the
battles there in Pennsylvania have been about as terrible as any in the war—
O what a sight must have been presented by the field of action—1I think the
killed & wounded there on both sides were as many as eighteen or twenty
thousand—in one place, four or five acres, there were a thousand dead, at
daybreak on Saturday morning—Mother, one’s heart grows sick of war,
after all, when you see what it really is—every once in a while I feel so hor-
rified & disgusted—it seems to me like a great slaughter-house & the men
mutually butchering each other—then I feel how impossible it appears,
again, to retire from this contest, until we have carried our points—(it is
cruel to be so tossed from pillar to post in one’s judgment).
Washington is a pleasant place in some respects—it has the finest trees, &
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plenty of them every where, on the streets, & grounds. The Capitol grounds,
though small, have the finest cultivated trees I ever see—there is a great vari-
ety, & not one but is in perfect condition—After I finish this letter I am
going out there for an hout’s recreation—The great sights of Washington
are the public buildings, the wide streets, the public grounds, the trees, the
Smithsonian Institute & grounds—1I go to the latter occasionally—the Insti-
tute is an old fogy concern, but the grounds are fine—Sometimes I go up to
Georgetown, about two & a half miles up the Potomac, an old town—just
opposite it in the river is an island, where the niggers have their first Wash-
ington reg’t encamped—they make a good show, are often seen in the
streets of Washington in squads—since they have begun to carry arms, the
secesh here & in Georgetown (about %sths) are not insulting to them as
formerly.

One of the things here always on the go, is long trains of army wagons—
sometimes they will stream along all day, it almost seems as if there was
nothing else but army wagons & ambulances—they have great camps here
in every direction, of army wagons, teamsters, ambulance camps, &c. Some
of them are permanent, & have small hospitals—I go to them, (as no one
else goes, ladies would not venture)—I sometimes have the luck to give
some of the drivers a great deal of comfort & help. Indeed, mother, there are
camps here of every thing—1I went once or twice to the Contraband Camp,”
to the Hospital, &c. but I could not bring myself to go again—when I meet
black men or boys among my own hospitals, I use them kindly, give them
something, &c.—1I believe I told you that I do the same to the wounded
rebels, too—but as there is a limit to one’s sinews & endurance & sympa-
thies, &c. I have got in the way after going lightly as it were all through the
wards of a hospital, & trying to give a word of cheer, if nothing else, to every
one, then confining my special attentions to the few where the investment
seems to tell best, & who want it most—Mother, I have real pride in telling
you that I have the consciousness of saving quite a little number of lives by
saving them from giving up & being a good deal with them—the men say it
is so, & the doctors say it is so—& I will candidly confess I can see it is true,
though I say it of myself—I know you will like to hear it, mother, so I
tell you—

I am finishing this in Major Hapgood’s office, about 1 0’clock—it is pretty
warm, but has not cleared off yet—the trees look so well from where I am,
& the Potomac—it is a noble river—I see it several miles, & Arlington
heights—Mother, I see some of the 47th Brooklyn every day or two—the
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reg’t is on the Heights—back of Arlington House, a fine camp ground—O,
Matty, I have just thought of you—dear sister, how are you getting along?
Jeff, T will write you trulyj—Good bye for the present, dearest mother,
& all—

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, July 28, 1863
Dear Mother,

I am writing this in the hospital, sitting by the side of a soldier, I do not
expect to last many hours. His fate has been a hard one—he seems to be
only about 19 or 20—Erastus Haskell, company K, 1415t N. Y.—has been
out about a year, and sick or half-sick more than half that time—has been
down on the peninsula—was detail’d to go in the band as fifer-boy. While
sick, the surgeon told him to keep up with the rest—(probably work’d and
march’d too long.) He is a shy, and seems to me a very sensible boy—has
fine manners—never complains—was sick down on the peninsula in an old
storehouse—typhoid fever. The first week this July was brought up here—
journey very bad, no accommodations, no nourishment, nothing but hard
jolting, and exposure enough to make a well man sick; (these fearful jour-
neys do the job for many)—arrived here July rith—a silent dark-skinn’d
Spanish-looking youth, with large very dark blue eyes, peculiar looking.
Doctor F. here made light of his sickness—said he would recover soon, &c.;
but I thought very different, and told F. so repeatedly; (I came near quarrel-
ing with him about it from the first)—but he laugh’d, and would not listen
to me. About four days ago, I told Doctor he would in my opinion lose the
boy without doubt—but F. again laugh’d at me. The next day he changed
his opinion—I brought the head surgeon of the post—he said the boy
would probably die, but they would make a hard fight for him.

The last two days he has been lying panting for breath—a pitiful sight.
I have been with him some every day or night since he arrived. He suffers a
great deal with the heat—says little or nothing—is flighty the last three days,
at times—knows me always, however—calls me “Walter”—(sometimes
calls the name over and over and over again, musingly, abstractly, to him-
self.) His father lives at Breesport, Chemung county, N. Y., is a mechanic
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with large family—is a steady, religious man; his mother too is living. I have
written to them, and shall write again to-day—Erastus has not receiv’d a
word from home for months.

As T sit here writing to you, Mother, I wish you could see the whole scene.
This young man lies within reach of me, flat on his back, his hands clasp’d
across his breast, his thick hair cut close; he is dozing, breathing hard, every
breath a spasm—it looks so cruel. He is a noble youngster,—I consider him
past all hope. Often there is no one with him for a long while. I am here as
much as possible.

TEXT: Prose Works 1892, 1:155—56

To Hugo Fritsch®

Washington, July 1863

My honest thanks to you, Hugo, for your letter posting me up not only
about yourself but about my dear boys, Fred, Nat Bloom—always so wel-
come to me to hear personally or in any way any & every item about them.
Dear friend, the same evening I rec’d your letter, I saw in the New York
papers (which get here about 5 every evening) the announcement of Charles
Chauncey’s death. When I went up to my room that night towards 11 I took
a seat by the open window in the splendid soft moonlit night, and, there
alone by myself, (as is my custom sometimes under such circumstances), I
devoted to the dead boy the silent cheerful tribute of an hour or so of float-
ing thought about him, & whatever rose up from the thought of him, & his
looks, his handsome face, his hilarious fresh ways, his sunny smile, his voice,
his blonde hair, his talk, his caprices—the way he & I first met—how we
spoke together impromptu, no introduction—then our easy falling into inti-
macy—he with his affectionate heart thought so well of me, & I loved him
then, & love him now—1I thought over our meetings together, our drinks &
groups so friendly, our suppers with Fred & Charley Russell &c. off by our-
selves at some table, at Pfaff’s off the other end—O how charming those
early times, adjusting our friendship, I to the three others, although it needed
little adjustment—for I believe we all loved each other more than we sup-
posed—Chauncey was frequently the life & soul of these gatherings—was
full of sparkle, & so good, really witty—then for an exception he would
have a mood come upon him & right after the outset of our party, he would
grow still & cloudy & up & unaccountably depart—but these were sel-
dom—then I got to having occasionally quite a long walk with him, only us
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two, & then he would talk well & freely about himself, his experiences, feel-
ings, quite confidential, &c. All these I resumed, sitting by myself.

Hugo, that’s the way I sat there Wednesday night till after midnight (the
pleasant Virginia breeze coming up the Potomac) and certainly without
what they call mourning thought of the boy.

Dear Hugo, you speak of your all remembering me and wish to see me, it
would be happiness for me to be with you all, at one of your friendly meet-
ings, especially at Fred’s room, so pleasant, with its effect I remember of
pictures, fine color, &c. to have the delight of my dear boys’ company &
their gayety & electricity, their precious friendship, the talk & laughter, the
drinks, me surrounded by you all, (so I will for a moment fancy myself,)
tumbled upon by you all, with all sorts of kindness, smothered with you all
in your hasty thoughtless, magnificent way, overwhelmed with questions,
Walt this, Walt that, & Walt every thing. Ah, if one could float off to New
York this afternoon. It is Sunday afternoon now, & perhaps you are at this
moment gathered at Fred’s or at your house, & having a good time.

I suppose you were at Charles Chauncey’s funeral—tell me about it, & all
particulars about his death. When you write, tell.

DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Thomas P. Sawyer, a soldier

Washington, July 1863
Dear brother,

You did not write any answer to my last two letters, now quite a while ago,
still T will write again. I still remain here in Washington, finding just about
work enough to pay my expenses. Occasionaly go to Armory Hospital. I see
Lewy Brown always, he has returned from his furlough, he told me a few
days ago he had written to you, & had sent you my best respects—1I told him
he must never send my respects to you but always my love. Lewy’s leg has
not healed, gives him trouble yet. He goes around with crutches, but not
very far. He is the same good young man as ever, & always will be.

Well, Tom, it looks as though secesh was nearly played out—if they lose
Chatleston, as I believe they will soon, seems to be they may as well give it
up—Some think that Lee will make another dash up this way, but I should
think Gettysburgh might last him a while yet.

Dear brother, how I should like to see you—& would like to know how
things have gone with you for three months past. I cant understand why you
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have ceased to correspond with me. Any how I hope we shall meet again, &
have some good times. So, dearest comrade, good bye for present & God
bless you.

DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To Lewis K. Brown, a soldier*

Washington, August 1, 1863
Both your letters have been received, Lewy—the second one came this
morning, & was welcome, as any thing from you will always be, & the sight
of your face welcomer than all, my darling—I see you write in good spirits,
& appear to have first-rate times—Lew, you must not go around too much,
nor eat & drink too promiscuous, but be careful & moderate, & not let the
kindness of friends carry you away, lest you break down again, dear son—1I
was at the hospital yesterday four or five hours, was in ward K—Taber has
been down sick, so he had to lay abed, but he is better now, & goes around
as usual—Curly is the same as usual—most of the others are the same—
there have been quite a good many deaths—the young man who lay in bed 2
with a very bad leg is dead—1I saw Johnny Mahay in ward E—poor fellow,
he is very poorly, he is very thin, & his face is like wax—Lew, I must tell you
what a curious thing happened in the chaplain’s house night before last—
there has been a man in ward I, named Lane, with two fingers amputated,
very bad with gangrene, so they removed him to a tent by himself—last
Thursday his wife came to see him, she seemed a nice woman but very poor,
she stopt at the chaplain’s—about 3 o’clock in the morning she got up &
went to the sink, & there she gave birth to a child, which fell down the sink
into the sewer runs beneath, fortunately the water was not turned on—the
chaplain got up, carried Mrs Lane out, & then roused up a lot of men from
the hospital, with spades &c. dug a trench outside, & got into the sink, &
took out the poor little child, it lay there on its back, in about two inches of
water—well, strange as it may seem, the child was alive, (it fell about five
feet through the sink)—& is now living & likely to live, is quite bright, has a
head of thick black hair—the chaplain took me in yesterday, showed me the
child, & Mrs Jackson, his wife, told me the whole story, with a good deal I
havn’t told you—& then she treated me to a good plate of ice cream—so I
staid there nearly an hour & had quite a pleasant visit. Mrs Lane lay in an
adjoining room.
Lew, as to me & my affairs there is nothing very new or important—I
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have not succeeded in getting any employment here yet, except that I write a
little (newspaper correspondence &c), barely enough to pay my expenses—
but it is my own fault, for I have not tried hard enough for any thing—the
last three weeks I have not felt very well—for two or three days I was down
sick, for the first time in my life, (as I have never before been sick)—I feel
pretty fair to-day—I go around most every day the same as usual. I have
some idea of giving myself a furlough of three or four weeks, & going home
to Brooklyn, N'Y, but I should return again to Washington, probably. Lew,
it is pretty hot weather here, & the sun affects me—(I had a sort of sun
stroke about five years ago)— You speak of being here in Washington again
about the last of August—O Lewy, how glad I should be to see you, to have
you with me—1I have thought if it could be so that you, & one other person
& myself could be where we could work & live together, & have each other’s
society, we three, I should like it so much—but it is probably a dream—

Well, Lew, they had the great battle of Gettysburgh, but it does not seem
to have settled any thing, except to have killed & wounded a great many
thousand men—1It seems as though the two armies were falling back again
to near their old positions on the Rappahannock—it is hard to tell what will
be the next move—yet, Lewy, I think we shall conquer yet—I don’t believe
it is destined that this glorious Union is to be broken up by all the secesh
south, or copheads north either—

Well, my darling, I have scribbled you off something to show you where
I am & that I have rec’d your welcome letters—but my letter is not of.
much interest, for I don’t feel very bright to-day—Dear son, you must write
me whenever you can—take opportunity when you have nothing to do, &
write me a good long letter—your letters & your love for me are very pre-
cious to me, for I appreciate it all, Lew, & give you the like in return. It is
now about 3 o’clock, & I will go out & mail this letter, & then go & get my
dinner—So good bye, Lewy—good bye, my dear son & comrade, & I hope
it will prove God’s will that you get quite well & sound yet, & have many
good years yet—

Walt

Ms: Library of Congress

To James Redpath (?) ©

Washington, August 6, 1863
Dear friend,
I am going to write you to ask any friends you may be in communication
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with for aid for my soldiers. I remain here in Washington still occupied
among the hospitals—I have now been engaged in this over seven months.
As time passes on it seems as if sad cases of old & lingering wounded accu-
mulate, regularly recruited with new ones every week—I have been most of
this day in Armory Square Hospital, Seventh st. I seldom miss a day or eve-
ning. Out of the six or seven hundred in this Hospl[ital] I try to give a word
or a trifle to every one without exception, making regular rounds among
them all. I give all kinds of sustenance, blackbetries, peaches, lemons & sugar,
wines, all kinds of preserves, pickles, brandy, milk, shirts & all articles of
underclothing, tobacco, tea, handkerchiefs, &c &c &c. I always give paper,
envelopes, stamps, &c. I want a supply for this purpose. To many I give
(when I have it) small sums of money—half of the soldiers in hospital have
not a cent. There are many returned prisoners, sick, lost all—& every day
squads of men from [the] front, cavalry or infantry—brought in wounded
or sick, generally without a cent of money. Then I select the most needy
cases & devote my time & services much to them. I find it tells best—some
are mere lads, 17, 18, 19 or 20. Some are silent, sick, heavy hearted, (things,
attentions, &c. are very rude in the army & hospitals, nothing but the mere
hard routine, no time for tenderness or extras)—So I go round—Some of
my boys die, some get well—

O what a sweet unwonted love (those good American boys, of good stock,
decent, clean, well raised boys, so near to me)—what an attachment grows
up between us, started from hospital cots, where pale young faces lie &
wounded or sick bodies. My brave young American soldiers—now for so
many months I have gone around among them, where they lie. I have long
discarded all stiff conventions (they & I are too near to each other, there is
no time to lose, & death & anguish dissipate ceremony here between my lads
& me)—I pet them, some of them it does so much good, they are so faint &
lonesome—at parting at night sometimes I kiss them right & left—The doc-
tors tell me I supply the patients with a medicine which all their drugs &
bottles & powders are helpless to yield.

I wish you would ask any body you know who is likely to contribute—TIt is
a good holy cause, surely nothing nobler—I desire you if possible could
raise for me, forthwith, for application to these wounded & sick here, (they
are from Massachusetts & all the New England states, there is not a day but
I am with some Yankee boys, & doing some trifle for them)—a sum—if pos-
sible $50—if not, then less—$30—or indeed any am’t—

I am at present curiously almost alone here, as visitor & consolator to
Hospitals—the work of the different Reliefs & Commissions is nearly all off
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in the field—& as to private visitors, there are few or none—I wish you or
some of your friends could just make a round with me, for an hour or so, at
some of my hospitals or camps—I go among all our own dear soldiers, hos-
pital camps & army, our teamsters’ hospitals, among sick & dying, the
rebels, the contrabands, &c &c. What I reach is necessarily but a drop in the
bucket but it is done in good faith, & with now some experience & I hope
with good heart.

DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Hugo Fritsch

Washington, August 7, 1863
Dear Hugo,

I'rec’d a letter from Bloom yesterday—but, before responding to it (which
I will do soon) I must write to you, my friend. Your good letter of June 27th
was duly rec’d—1I have read it many times—indeed, Hugo, you know not
how much comfort you give, by writing me your letters—posting me up.

Well, Hugo, I am still as much as ever, indeed more, in the great military
hospitals here. Every day or night I spend four, five, or six hours, among my
sick, wounded, prostrate boys. It is fascinating, sad, & with varied fortune of
course. Some of my boys get well, some die. After I finish this letter (and
then dining at a restaurant), I shall give the latter part of the afternoon &
some hours of the night to Armory Square Hospital, a large establishment &
one I find most calling on my sympathies & ministrations. I am welcomed by
the surgeons as by the soldiers—very grateful to me. You must remember
that these government hospitals are not filled as with human débris like the
old established city hospitals, New York, &c., but mostly [with] these good-
born American young men, appealing to me most profoundly, good stock,
often mere boys, full of sweetness & heroism—often they seem very near to
me, even as my own children or younger brothers. I make no bones of pet-
ting them just as if they were—have long given up formalities & reserves in
my treatment of them.

Let me see, Hugo. I will not write any thing about the topics of the hor-
rible riots of last week, nor Gen. Meade, nor Vicksburgh, nor Charleston—I
leave them to the newspapers. Nor will I write you this time so much about
hospitals as I did last. . . .

I meant to [tell] Nat Bloom that if he expects to provoke me into a digni-



76 Selected Letters of Walt Whitman

fied not mentioning him, nor writing any thing about him, by his studious
course of heart-breaking neglect, (which has already reduced me to a skele-
ton of but little over 200 Ibs & a countenance of raging hectic, indicating an
early grave), I was determined not to do any thing of the sort, but shall speak
of him every time, & send him my love, just as if he were adorned with
faithful troth instead of (as I understand) beautiful whiskers—Does he think
that beautiful whiskers can fend off the pangs of remorse? In conclusion I
have to say, Nathaniel, you just keep on if you think there’s no hell.”

Hugo, I suppose you were at Charles Chauncey’s funeral—tell me all you
hear about the particulars of his death—Tell me of course all about the
boys, what you do, say, any thing, every thing—

Hugo, write oftener—you express your thoughts perfectly—do you not
know how much more agreeable to me is the conversation or writing that
does not take hard paved tracks, the usual & stereotyped, but has little pecu-
liarities & even kinks of its own, making its genuineness—its vitality? Dear
friend, your letters are precious to me—none I have received from any one
are more so.

Ah, T see in your letter, Hugo, you speak of my being reformed—no, I am
not so frightfully reformed either, only the hot weather here does not admit
of drinking heavy drinks, & there is no good lager here—then besides I have
no society—I expect to prove to you & all yet that I am no backslider—But
here I go nowhere for mere amusement, only occasionally a walk.

And Charles Russell—how I should like to see him—how like to have
one of our old times again—Ah Fred and you, dear Hugo, & you repentant
one with the dark-shining whiskers [Bloom]—must there not be an hour, an
evening in the future, when we four returning concentrating New York-ward
or elsewhere, shall meet, allowing no interloper, & have our drinks & things,
& resume the chain & consolidated & achieve a night better & mellower
than ever—we four?

Hugo, I wish you to give my love to all the boys— . . .

DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To the parents of Erastus Haskell, a soldier

Washington, August 10, 1863

Mr and Mrs Haskell,
Dear friends, I thought it would be soothing to you to have a few lines
about the last days of your son Erastus Haskell of Company K, 1415t New
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York Volunteers. I write in haste, & nothing of importance—only I thought
any thing about Erastus would be welcome. From the time he came to Ar-
mory Square Hospital till he died, there was hardly a day but I was with him
a portion of the time—if not during the day, then at night. I had no oppor-
tunity to do much, or any thing for him, as nothing was needed, only to wait
the progress of his malady. I am only a friend, visiting the wounded & sick
soldiers, (not connected with any society—or State.) From the first I felt that
Erastus was in danger, or at least was much worse than they in the hospital
supposed. As he made no complaint, they perhaps [thought him] not very
bad—TI told the [doctor of the ward] to look him over again—he was a
much [sicker boy?] than he supposed, but he took it lightly, said, I know
more about these fever cases than you do—the young man looks very sick,
but I shall certainly bring him out of it all right. I have no doubt the doctor
meant well & did his best—at any rate, about a week or so before Erastus
died he got really alarmed & after that he & all the doctors tried to help him,
but without avail—Maybe it would not have made any difference any
how—I think Erastus was broken down, poor boy, before he came to the
hospital here—1I believe he came here about July 11th—Somehow I took to
him, he was a quiet young man, behaved always correct & decent, said
little—T used to sit on the side of his bed—I said once, You don’t talk any,
Erastus, you leave me to do all the talking—he only answered quietly, I was
never much of a talker. The doctor wished every one to cheer him up very
lively—I was always pleasant & cheerful with him, but did not feel to be
very lively—Only once I tried to tell him some amusing narratives, but after
a few moments I stopt, I saw that the effect was not good, & after that I
never tried it again—1I used to sit by the side of his bed, pretty silent, as that
seemed most agreeable to him, & I felt it so too—he was generally opprest
for breath, & with the heat, & I would fan him—occasionally he would want
a drink—some days he dozed a good deal—sometimes when I would come
in, he woke up, & I would lean down & kiss him, he would reach out his
hand & pat my hair & beard a little, very friendly, as I sat on the bed &
leaned over him.

Much of the time his breathing was hard, his throat worked—they tried
to keep him up by giving him stimulants, milk-punch, wine &c—these per-
haps affected him, for often his mind wandered somewhat—I would say,
Erastus, don’t you remember me, dear son?—can’t you call me by name?—
once he looked at me quite a while when I asked him, & he mentioned over
in[audibly?] a name or two (one sounded like [Mr. Setchell]) & then, as his
eyes closed, he said quite slow, as if to himself, I don’t remember, I dont
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remember, I dont remember—it was quite pitiful—one thing was he could
not talk very comfortably at any time, his throat & chest seemed stopped—1I
have no doubt at all he had some complaint besides the typhoid—In my
limited talks with him, he told me about his brothers & sisters by name, &
his parents, wished me to write to his parents & send them & all his love—I
think he told me about his brothers living in different places, one in New
York City, if I recollect right—From what he told me, he must have been
poorly enough for several months before he came to Armory Sq[uare] Hos-
plital]—the first week in July I think he told me he was at the regimental
hospital at a place called Baltimore Corners not many miles from White
House, on the peninsula—previous to that, for quite a long time, although
he kept around, he was not at all well—couldn’t do much—was in the band
as a fifer I believe—While he lay sick here he had his fife laying on the little
stand by his side—he once told me that if he got well he would play me a
tune on it—but, he says, I am not much of a player yet.

I was very anxious he should be saved, & so were they all—he was well
used by the attendants—poor boy, I can see him as I write—he was tanned
& had a fine head of hair, & looked good in the face when he first came, &
was in pretty good flesh too—(had his hair cut close about ten or twelve
days before he died)—He never complained—but it looked pitiful to see
him lying there, with such a look out of his eyes. He had large clear eyes,
they seemed to talk better than words—1I assure you I was attracted to him
much—DMany nights I sat in the hospital by his bedside till far in the night—
The lights would be put out—yet I would sit there silently, hours, late, per-
haps fanning him—he always liked to have me sit there, but never cared to
talk—1 shall never forget those nights, it was a curious & solemn scene, the
sick & wounded lying around in their cots, just visible in the darkness, &
this dear young man close at hand lying on what proved to be his death
bed—I do not know his past life, but what I do know, & what I saw of him,
he was a noble boy—I felt he was one I should get very much attached to. I
think you have reason to be proud of such a son, & all his relatives have
cause to treasure his memory.

I write to you this letter, because I would do something at least in his
memory—his fate was a hard one, to die so—He is one of the thousands of
our unknown American young men in the ranks about whom there is no
record or fame, no fuss made about their dying so unknown, but I find in
them the real precious & royal ones of this land, giving themselves up, aye
even their young & precious lives, in their country’s cause—Poor dear son,
though you were not my son, I felt to love you as a son, what short time I saw
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you sick & dying here—it is as well as it is, perhaps better—for who knows
whether he is not better off, that patient & sweet young soul, to go, than we
are to stay? So farewell, dear boy—it was my opportunity to be with you in
your last rapid days of death—no chance as I have said to do any thing par-
ticular, for nothing [could be done—only you did not lay] here & die
among strangers without having one at hand who loved you dearly, & to
whom you gave your dying kiss—

Mr and Mrs Haskell, I have thus written rapidly whatever came up about
Erastus,* & must now close. Though we are strangers & shall probably
never see each other, I send you & all Erastus’ brothers & sisters my love—

Walt Whitman

I live when home, in Brooklyn, N'Y. (in Portland avenue, 4th door north
of Myrtle, my mother’s residence.) My address here is care of Major Hap-
good, paymaster U S A, cor 15th & F st, Washington D C.

Ms: New-York Historical Society

To Lewis K. Brown, a soldier

Washington, August 15, 1863

Lewy, your letter of August 10 came safe, & was glad to hear all about
you, & the way you are spending the time—Lew, you must be having first
rate times out there—well you need something to make up what you have
suffered— You speak of being used well out there—Lewy, I feel as if I could
love any one that uses you well, & does you a kindness—but what kind of
heart must that man have that would treat otherwise, or say any thing insult-
ing, to a crippled young soldier, hurt in fighting for this union & flag? (Well
I should say damned little man or heart in the business)—

Should you meet any such, you must not mind them, dear comrade, & not
allow your feelings to be hurt by such loafers—(I agree with you that a rebel
in the southern army is much more respectable than a northern copperhead.)
Dear son, when I read about your agreeable visit of a week, & how much
you enjoyed yourself, I felt as much gratified as though I had enjoyed it my-
self—& I was truly thankful to hear that your leg is still doing well, & on the
gain—you must not mind its being slowly, dear son, if it only goes forward
instead of backward, & you must try to be very careful of your eating &
drinking &c., not indulge in any excesses, & not eat too much flummery, but
generally plain food, for that is always best, & it helps along so much.
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Lewy, I believe I wrote you an acc’t of the presentation to Dr Bliss—he is
now off north for three weeks—Dr Butler (ward D) is in charge—some of
the doctors & wardmasters have been drafted—poor Johnny Mahay* is not
in very good spirits—he was to have an operation performed before Bliss
went, but he went off & did not do it—Johnny is pretty low some days—
Things in ward K are pretty much the same—they had some improvem’ts in
the Hospital, new sinks, much better, & the grounds in front & between the
wards nicely laid out in flowers & grass plots &c.—but, Lew, it has been
awful hot in the wards the past two weeks, the roofs burnt like fire—

There is no particular war news—they are having batches of conscripts
now every day in the Army—Meade is down on the upper Rappahannock &
fords, & around Warrenton—Lee stretches down toward Gordonsville,
they say his head quarters is there—folks are all looking toward Charleston—
if we could only succeed there, I don’t know what secesh would do—the
ground seems to be slipping more & more from under their feet—Lew, the
Union & the American Flag must conquer, it is destiny—it may be long, or it
may be short, but that will be the result—but O what precious lives have
been lost by tens of thousands in the struggle already—

Lew, you speak in your letter how you would like to see me—well, my
darling, I wonder if there is not somebody who would be gratified to see
you, & always will be wherever he is—Dear comrade, I was highly pleased
at your telling me in your letter about your folks’ place, the house & land &
all the items—you say I must excuse you for writing so much foolishness—
nothing of the kind—My darling boy, when you write to me, you must write
without ceremony, I like to hear every little thing about yourself & your af-
fairs—you need never care how you write to me, Lewy, if you will only—1I
never think about literary perfection in letters either, it is the 7an & the
feeling—Lewy, I am feeling pretty well, but the sun affects me a little, aching
& fulness in the head—a good many have been sun-struck here the last two
weeks—1I keep shady through the middle of the day lately—Well, my dear
boy, I have scribbled away any thing, for I wanted to write you to-day & now
I must switch off—good by, my darling comrade, for the present, & I pray

God to bless you now & always.
Walt.

Write when you feel like it, Lewy, don’t hurry—address still care Major
Hapgood, paymaster U S A, cor 15th & F st Washington D C.
Ms: Library of Congress
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To his mother

Washington, September 15, 1863

Dear Mother
Your letters were very acceptable—one came just as I was putting my last
in the post office—I guess they all come right—I have written to Han &
George, & sent George papers—Mother, have you heard any thing whether
the s1st went on with Burnside, or did they remain as a reserve in Ken-
tucky—Burnside has managed splendidly so far, his taking Knoxville & all
together, it is a first class success—I have known Tennessee union men here
in hospital, & I understand it therefore—the region where Knoxville is, is
mainly union but the southerners could not exist without it, as it is in their
midst—so they determined to pound & kill & crush out the unionists—
all the savage & monstrous things printed in the papers about their treat-
ment are true, at least that kind of thing is—as bad as the Irish in the mob
treated the poor niggers in New York “—we north[erners] dont understand
some things about southerners, it is very strange—the contrast—if I should
pick out the most genuine union men & real patriots I have ever met in all
my experience, [ should pick out two or three Tennessee & Virginia union-
ists I have met in the hospitals, wounded or sick—one young man I guess
I have mentioned to you in my letters, John Barker, 2d Tennessee Vol.
(union)—was a long while a prisoner in secesh prisons in Georgia, & in
Richmond—three times the devils hung him up by the heels to make him
promise to give up his unionism, once he was cut down for dead—he is a
young married man with one child—his little property destroyed, his wife &
child turned out—he hunted & tormented, & any moment he could have
had any thing if he would join the confederacy—but he was firm as a rock—
he would not even take an oath to not fight for either side—they held him
about 8 months—then he was very sick, scurvy, & they exchanged him & he
came up from Richmond here to hospital, here I got acquainted with him—
he is a large, slow, good natured man (somehow made me often think of
father), shrewd, very little to say—wouldn’t talk to any body but me—his
whole thought was to get back & fight, he was not fit to go, but he has gone
back to Tennessee—he spent two days with his wife & young one there &
then to his regiment—he writes to me frequently, & I to him—he is not fit
to soldier, for the rebels have destroyed his health & strength (though he is
only 23 or 4), but nothing will keep him from his regiment, & fighting—
he is uneducated, but as sensible a young man as I ever met, & understands
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the whole question—well, mother, Jack Barker is the most genuine Union
man I have ever yet met—1I asked him once very gravely why he didn’t take
the southern oath & get his liberty—if he didn’t think it was foolish to
be so stiff &c—1I never saw such a look as he gave me, he thought I was
in earnest—the old devil himself couldn’t have had put a worst look in
his eyes—

Mother, I have no doubt there are quite a good many just such men—he
is now down there with his regiment, (one of his brothers was killed)—when
he fails in strength, he gets the Colonel to detach him to do teamster’s duty
for a few days, on a march till he recruits his strength—but he always carries
his gun with him—in a battle he is always in the ranks—then he is so sen-
sible, such decent manly ways, nothing shallow or mean, (he must have been
a giant in health, but now he is weaker, has a cough too)—Mother, can
you wonder at my getting so attached to such men, with such love, espe-
cially when they show it to me—some of them on their dying beds, & in
the very hour of death or just the same when they recover, or partially re-
cover—I never knew what American young men were till I have been in the
hospitals—

Well, mother, I have got writing on—there is nothing new with me, just
the same old thing—as I suppose it is with you there—Mother, how is
Andrew, I wish to hear all about him—TI do hope he is better, & that it will
not prove any thing so bad—1I will write to him soon myself, but in the mean
time you must tell him to not put so much faith in medicine, drugs I mean,
as in the true curative things, namely diet & careful habits, breathing good
air, &c—ryou know I wrote in a former letter what is the cause & foundation
of the diseases of the throat, & what must be the remedy that goes to the
bottom of the thing—sudden attacks &c are to be treated with applications
& medicines, but diseases of a seated character are not to be cured by them,
only perhaps a little relieved, (& often aggravated, made firmer)—

Dearest mother, I hope you yourself are well, & getting along good—
About the letter in the Times, I see ever since I sent it they have been very
crowded with news that must be printed—I think they will give it yet. T hear
there is a new paper in Brooklyn, or to be one—1I wish Jeff would send me
some of the first numbers without fail, & a stray Eagle in same parcel to
make up the 4 ounces—I was glad to hear Mat was going to write me a good
long letter—every letter from home is so good, when one is away—(I often
see the men crying in the hospital when they get a letter)—Jeff too I want
him to write whenever he can, & not forget the new paper—we are having
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pleasant weather here, it is such a relief from that awful heat—(I can’t think
of another such seige without feeling sick at the thought)— . . .
Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To William S. Davis ¥

Washington, October 1, 1863

The noble gift of your brother Joseph P Davis of [$20?] for the aid of the
wounded, sick, dying soldiers here came safe to hand—it is being sacredly
distributed to them—part of it has been so already—I may another time
give you special cases—I go every day or night in the hospitals a few hours—

As to physical comforts, I attempt to have something—generally a lot
of—something harmless & not too expensive to go round to each man, even
if it is nothing but a good home-made biscuit to each man, or a couple of
spoonfuls of blackberry preserve, I take a ward or two of an evening & two
more next evening &c—as an addition to his supper—sometimes one thing,
sometimes another, (judgment of course has to be carefully used)—then, af-
ter such general round, I fall back upon the main thing, after all, the special
cases, alas, too common—those that need special attention, some little deli-
cacy, some trifle—very often, far above all else, soothing kindness wanted—
personal magnetism—poor boys, their sick hearts & wearied & exhausted
bodies hunger for the sustenance of love or their deprest spirits must be
cheered up—I find often young men, some hardly more than children in age
yet—so good, so sweet, so brave, so decorous, I could not feel them nearer
to me if my own sons or young brothers—Some cases even I could not tell
any one, how near to me, from their yearning ways & their sufferings—it is
comfort & delight to me to minister to them, to sit by them—some so wind
themselves around one’s heart, & will be kissed at parting at night just like
children—though veterans of two years of battles & camp life—

I always carry a haversack with some articles most wanted—physical com-
forts are a sort of basis—I distribute nice large biscuit, sweet-crackers,
sometimes cut up a lot of peaches with sugar, give preserves of all kinds,
jellies, &c. tea, oysters, butter, condensed milk, plugs of tobacco, (I am the
only one that doles out this last, & the men have grown to look to me)—
wine, brandy, sugar, pickles, letter-stamps, envelopes & note-paper, the
morning papers, common handkerchiefs & napkins, undershirts, socks,
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dressing gowns, & fifty other things—I have lots of special little requests.
Frequently I give small sums of money—shall do so with your brother’s con-
tribution—the wounded are very frequently brought & lay here a long while
without a cent. I have been here & in front 9 months doing this thing, &
have learned much—two-thirds of the soldiers are from 15 to 25 or 6 years of
age—lads of 15 or 16 more frequent than you have any idea—seven-eighths
of the Army are Americans, our own stock—the foreign element in the army
is much overrated, & is of not much account anyhow—As to these hospitals,
(there are dozens of them in [&] around Washington) [there] are no hospi-
tals you must understand like the diseased half-foreign collections under the
name common at all times in cities—in these here, the noblest, cleanest
stock I think of the world, & the most precious.

DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Hugo Fritsch

Washington, October 8, 1863
Dear Hugo.

I don’t know why I have delayed so long as a month to write to you, for
your affectionate & lively letter of September 5th gave me as much pleasure
as I ever received from correspondence—I read it even yet & have taken the
liberty to show it to one or two petsons I knew would be interested. Dear
comrade, you must be assured that my heart is much with you in New York,
& with my other dear friends, your associates—&, my dear, I wish you to
excuse me to Fred Gray, & to Perk, & Ben Knower, for not yet writing to
them, also to Charley Kingsley, should you see him—I am contemplating a
tremendous letter to my dear comrade Frederickus, which will make up for
deficiencies—my own comrade Fred, how I should like to see him & have
a good heart’s time with him, & a mild orgie, just for a basis, you know,
for talk & interchange of reminiscences & the play of the quiet lambent elec-
tricity of real friendship—QO Hugo, as my pen glides along writing these
thoughts, I feel as if I could not delay coming right off to New York & seeing
you all, you & Fred & Bloom, & every body—I want to see you, to be within
hand’s reach of you, & hear your voices, even if only for one evening, for
only three hours—I want to hear Perk’s fiddle—I want to hear Perk himself,
(& I will humbly submit to drink to the Church of England)—1I want to be
with Bloom, (that wretched young man who I hear continually adorns him-
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self outwardly, but I hear nothing of the interior &c) & I want to see Charley
Russell, & if [when] he is in N. Y. you see him I wish you to say that I sent
him my love, particular, & that he & Fred & Charles Chauncey remain a
group of itself in the portrait-gallery of my heart & mind yet & forever—for
so it happened for our dear times, when we first got acquainted, (we recked
not of them as they passed,) were so good, so hearty, those friendship-times,
our talk, our knitting together, it may be a whim, but I think nothing could
be better or quieter & more happy of the kind—& is there any better kind
in life’s experiences?

Dear comrade, I still live here as a hospital missionary after my own style,
& on my own hook—TI go every day or night without fail to some of the
great government hospitals—O the sad scenes I witness—scenes of death,
anguish, the fevers, amputations, friendlessness, of hungering & thirsting
young hearts, for some loving presence—such noble young men as some of
these wounded are—such endurance, such native decorum, such candor—I
will confess to you, dear Hugo, that in some respects I find myself in my
element amid these scenes—shall I not say to you that I find I supply often
to some of these dear suffering boys in my presence & magnetism that which
nor doctors nor medicines nor skill nor any routine assistance can give?

Dear Hugo, you must write to me often as you can, & not delay it, your
letters are very dear to me. Did you see my newspaper letter in N Y Times of
Sunday Oct 4?* About my dear comrade Bloom, is he still out in Pleasant
Valley? Does he meet you often? Do you & the fellows meet at Gray’s or
any where? O Hugo, I wish I could hear with you the current opera—TI saw
Devereux® in the NY papers of Monday announced for that night, & I
knew in all probability you would be there—tell me how it goes, and about
the principal singers—only dont run away with that theme, & occupy too
much of your letter with it—but tell me mainly about all my dear friends, &
every little personal item, & what you all do, & say &c.

I am excellent well. I have cut my beard short, & hair ditto: (all my ac-
quaintances are in anger & despair & go about wringing their hands). My
face is all tanned & red. If the weather is moist or has been lately, or looks as
if it thought of going to be, I perambulate this land in big army boots outside
& up to my knees. Then around my majestic brow, around my well-brimmed
felt hat—a black & gold cord with acorns. Altogether the effect is satisfac-
tory. The guards as I enter or pass places often salute me. All of which I tell,
as you will of course take pride in your friend’s special & expanding glory.
DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress
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To Abby M. Price

Washington, October 11-15, 1863
Dear friend,

Your letters were both received, & were indeed welcome. Don’t mind my
not answering them promptly, for you know what a wretch I am about such
things. But you must write just as often as you conveniently can. Tell me all
about your folks, especially the gitls, & about Mr Arnold—of course you
won’t forget Arthur,”® & always when you write to him send him my love.
Tell me about Mrs Urner & the dear little rogues. Tell Mrs Black she ought
to be here hospital matron—only it is a harder pull than folks anticipate.
You wrote about Emma, her thinking she might & ought to come as nurse
for the soldiers—dear girl, I know it would be a blessed thing for the men to
have her loving spirit & hand, & whoever of the poor fellows had them
would indeed feel it so. But, my darling, it is a dreadful thing—you dont
know these wounds, sicknesses &c—the sad condition in which many of the
men are brought here, & remain for days, sometimes the wounds full of
crawling corruption &c—Down in the field hospitals in front they have no
proper care & attention, & after a battle go for many days unattended to—

Abby, I think often about you, & the pleasant days, the visits I used to pay
you & how good it was always to be made so welcome. O I wish I could
come in this afternoon, & have a good tea with you, & have three or four
hours of mutual comfort & talk, & be all of us together again. Is Helen
home, & well? And what is she doing now? And you, my dear friend, how
sorry I am to hear that your health is not rugged—Dbut, dear Abby, you must
not dwell on anticipations of the worst. (But I know that is not your nature,
or did not use to be.) O T hope this will find you feeling quite well, & in good
spirits—I feel so well myself—I will have to come & see you I think—I am
so fat, out considerable in the open air, & all red & tanned worse than ever.
You see therefore that my life amid these sad & unhealthy hospitals has not
yet told upon me, for I am this fall running over with health, so I feel [as] if I
ought to go on that account [working] among all the sick & deficient [who
are deprived of] it—& O how gladly I would [bestow upon you a] liberal
share, dear Abby, if such a thing were possible.

I am continually moving around among the hospitals. One I go to oftenest
the last three months is Armory Square, as it is large, generally full of the
worst wounds & sicknesses, & is one of the least visited—to this, or some
one, I never miss a day or evening. . . . Abby, you would all smile to see me
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among them—many of them like children, ceremony is mostly discarded—
they suffer & get exhausted & so weary—Iots of them have grown to expect
as I leave at night that we should kiss each other, sometimes quite a number,
I have to go round—poor boys, there is little petting in a soldier’s life in the
field, but, Abby, I know what is in their hearts, always waiting, though they
may be unconscious of it themselves—

... I give little gifts of money in small sums, which I am enabled to do.
All sorts of things indeed, food, clothing, letter-stamps (I write lots of
letters), now & then a good pair of crutches &c &c. Then I read to the
boys—the whole ward that can walk gathers around me & listens—

All this I tell you, my dear, because I know it will interest you. . . . I like
the mission I am on here, & as it is deeply holding me I shall continue— -

October 15

Well, Abby, I guess I will send you letter enough—1I ought to have finished
& sent off the letter last Sunday, when it was written—1I have been pretty
busy—we are having new arrivals of wounded & sick now all the time—
some very bad cases—Abby, should you come across any one who feels to
help, contribute to the men through me, write me. (I may then send word
some purchases I should find acceptable for the men)—but this only if it
happens to come in that you know or meet any one, perfectly convenient—

Abby, I have found some good friends here, a few, but true as steel—
W D O’Connor & wife, above all. He is a clerk in Treasury—she is a Yankee
girl—then C W Eldridge in paymaster’s department. He is a Boston boy
too—their friendship has been unswerving.

In the hospitals among these American young men, I could not describe
to you what mutual attachments & how passing deep & tender these boys—
some have died, but the love for them lives as long as I draw breath—those
soldiers know how to love too when once they have the right person & the
right love offered them. It is wonderful. You see I am running off into the
clouds—but this is my element— . . .

Walt Whitman
Ms: Morgan Library
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To Lewis K. Brown, a soldier

Brooklyn, November 8 and 9, 1863
Dear son & comrade, & all my dear comrades in the hospital,

I sit down this pleasant Sunday forenoon intending to write you all a good
stout letter, to try to amuse you as I am not able at present to visit you, like I
did—yet what I shall write about I hardly know until I get started—but, my
dear comrades, I wish to help you pass away the time, for a few minutes any
how—I am now home at my mother’s in Brooklyn, N Y—I am in good
health as ever & eat my rations without missing one time—Lew, I wish you
was here with me, & I wish my dear comrade Elijah Fox in Ward G was here
with me—but perhaps he is on his way to Wisconsin—Lewy, I came through
from Washington to New York by day train, 2d Nov., had a very pleasant
trip, every thing went lovely, & I got home in the evening between 8 and 9—
Next morning I went up to the polls bright & early—I suppose it is not
necessaty to tell you how I voted—we have gained a great victory in this
city—it went union this time, though it went democratic strong only a year
ago, & for many years past—& all through the state the election was a very
big thing for the union—I tell you the copperheads got flaxed out hand-
somely”’—indeed these late elections are about as great a victory for us as if
we had flaxed General Lee himself, & all his men—& as for personal good
will I feel as if I could have more for Lee or any of his fighting men, than I
have for the northern copperheads—

Lewy, I was very glad to get your letter of the 5th—1I want you to tell
Oscar Cunningham in your ward that I sent him my love & he must try to
keep up good courage while he is confined there with his wound. Lewy, I
want you to give my love to Charley Cate & all the boys in Ward K, & to
Benton [Wilson] if he is [there still]—I wish you would go in Ward C and
see James S Stilwell, & also Thomas Carson in same ward, & Chambers that
lays next to him, & tell them I sent them my love. Give Carson this letter to
read if he wishes it. Tell James Stilwell I have writ from here to his folks
at Comac, L. 1, & it may be I shall go down there next week on the L1
railroad; & let him have this letter to read if he wishes it—Tell Manvill
Wintersteen® that lays next to him in Ward C that I send him my love, & I
hope his wound is healing good. Lew, I wish you to go in Ward B and tell a
young cavalry man, his first name is Edwin [H. Miller?], he is wounded in
the right arm, that I sent him my love, & on the opposite side a young man
named Charley wounded in left hand, & Jennings, & also a young man I love
that lays now up by the door just above Jennings, that I sent them all my
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love. So, Lew, you see I am giving you a good round job, with so many mes-
sages—but I want you to do them all, dear son, & leave my letter with each
of the boys that wish it, to read for themselves—tell Miss Gregg in Ward A
that I send my love to Pleasant Borley, if he is still there, & if so I hope it will
be God’s will that he will live & get strong to go home yet—1I send my love
to little Billy [Clements?], the Ohio boy in Ward A, & to Miss Gregg her-
self—& if Mrs Doolittle is in Ward B, please ask her to tell the boys in the
ward I sent them my love, & to her too, & give her this letter some evening
to read to the boys, & one of these days I will come back & read to them
myself—& the same to Mrs Southwick in Ward H, if she wishes to read it to
the boys for my sake.

Lew, I wish you would go in Ward G & find a very dear friend of mine in
bed 11, Elijah D Fox, if he is still there. Tell him I sent him my best love, &
that I make reckoning of meeting him again, & that he must not forget me,
though that I know he never will—I want to hear how he is, & whether he
has got his papers through yet—Lewy, I wish you would go to him first & let
him have this letter to read if he is there—Lewy, I would like you to give my
love to a young man named Burns in Ward I, & to all the boys in Ward I—&
indeed in every ward, from A to K inclusive, & all through the hospital, as I
find I cannot particularize without being tedious—so I send my love sin-
cerely to each & all, for every sick & wounded soldier is dear to me as a son
or brother, & furthermore every man that wears the union uniform & sticks
to it like a man, is to me a dear comrade, & I will do what I can for him
though it may not be much—& I will add that my mother & all my folks feel
just the same about it, & would show it by their works too when they can—

Well, dear comrades, what shall I tell you to pass away the time? I am
going around quite a great deal, more than I really desire to. Two or three
nights ago I went to the N'Y Academy of Music, to the Italian opera.” I
suppose you know that is a performance, a play, all in music & singing, in
the Italian language, very sweet & beautiful. There is a large company of
singers & a large band, altogether two or three hundred. It is in a splendid
great house, four or five tiers high, & a broad parquette on the main floor.
The opera here now has some of the greatest singers in the world—the prin-
cipal lady singer (her name is Medori) has a voice that would make you hold
your breath with wonder & delight, it is like a miracle—no mocking bird
nor the clearest flute can begin with it—besides it is a very rich & strong
voice—& besides she is a tall & handsome lady, & her actions are so grace-
ful as she moves about the stage, playing her part. Boys, I must tell you just
one scene in the opera I saw—things have worked so in the piece that this
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lady is compelled, although she tries very hard to avoid it, to give a cup of
poisoned wine to her lover—the king her husband forces her to do it—she
pleads hard, but her husband threatens to take both their lives (all this is in
singing & music, very fine)—so the lover is brought in as a prisoner, & the
king pretends to pardon him & make up, & asks the young man to drink a
cup of wine, & orders the lady to pour it out. The lover drinks it, then the
king gives her & him a look, & smiles & walks off the stage. And now came
as good a piece of performance as I ever saw in my life. The lady as soon as
she saw that her husband was really gone, she sprang to her lover, clutched
him by the arm, & poured out the greatest singing you ever heard—it
poured like a raging river more than any thing else I could compare it to—
she tells him he is poisoned—he tries to inquire &c and hardly knows what
to make of it—she breaks in, trying to pacify him, & explain &c—all this
goes on very rapid indeed, & the band accompanying—she quickly draws
out from her bosom a little vial, to neutralize the poison, then the young man
in his desperation abuses her & tells her perhaps it is to poison him still
more as she has already poisoned him once—this puts her in such agony,
she begs & pleads with him to take the antidote at once before it is too
late—her voice is so wild & high it goes through one like a knife, yet it is
delicious—she holds the little vial to his mouth with one hand & with the
other springs open a secret door in the wall, for him to escape from the pal-
ace—he swallows the antidote, & as she pushes him through the door, the
husband returns with some armed guards, but she slams the door to, &
stands back up against the door, & her arms spread wide open across it, one
fist clenched, & her eyes glaring like a wild cat, so they dare not touch her—
& that ends the scene. Comrades, recollect all this is in singing & music, &
lots of it too, on a big scale, in the band, every instrument you can think of,
& the best players in the world, & sometimes the whole band & the whole
men’s chorus & women’s chorus all putting on the steam together—& all in
a vast house, light as day, & with a crowded audience of ladies & men. Such
singing & strong rich music always give me the greatest pleasure—& so the
opera is the only amusement I have gone to, for my own satisfaction, for last
ten years.

But, my dear comrades, I will now tell you something about my own
folks—home here there is quite a lot of us—my father is not living—my
dear mother is very well indeed for her age, which is 67—she is cheerful &
hearty, & still does all her light housework & cooking—She never tires of
hearing about the soldiers, & I sometimes think she is the greatest patriot I
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ever met, one of the old stock—I believe she would cheerfully give her life
for the Union, if it would avail any thing—and the last mouthful in the
house to any union soldier that needed it—then I have a very excellent
sister-in-law—she has two fine young ones—so I am very happy in the
women & family arrangements. Lewy, the brother [Andrew] I mentioned as
sick, lives near here, he is very poorly indeed, & I fear will never be much
better—he too was a soldier, has for several months had throat disease—he
is married & has a family—TI believe I have told you of still another brother
in the army, down in the gth Army Corps, has been in the service over two
years, he is very rugged & healthy—has been in many battles, but only once
wounded, at first Fredericksburgh.

Monday forenoon November 9.

Dear comrades, as I did not finish my letter yesterday afternoon, as I had
many friends come to see me, I will finish it now—the news this morning is
that Meade is shoving Lee back upon Richmond, & that we have already
given the rebs some hard knocks, there on the old Rappahannock fighting
ground. O I do hope the Army of the Potomac will at last gain a first-class
victory, for they have had to retreat often enough, & yet I believe a better
Army never trod the earth than they are & have been for over a year.

Well, dear comrades, it looks so different here in all this mighty city, every
thing going with a big rush & so gay, as if there was neither war nor hospitals
in the land. New York & Brooklyn appear nothing but prosperity & plenty.
Every where carts & trucks & carriages & vehicles on the go, loaded with
goods, express-wagons, omnibuses, cars, &c—thousands of ships along the
wharves, & the piers piled high, where they are loading or unloading the
cargoes—all the stores crammed with every thing you can think of, & the
markets with all sorts of provisions—tens & hundreds of thousands of
people every where, (the population is 1,500,000), almost every body well-
drest, & appearing to have enough—then the splendid river & harbor here,
full of ships, steamers, sloops, &c—then the great street, Broadway, for four
miles, one continual jam of people, & the great magnificent stores all along
on each side, & the show windows filled with beautiful & costly goods—I
never saw the crowd thicker, nor such goings on & such prosperity—& as I
passed through Baltimore & Philadelphia it seemed to be just the same.

I am quite fond of crossing on the Fulton ferry, or South ferry, between
Brooklyn & New York, on the big handsome boats. They run continually
day & night. I know most of the pilots, & I go up on deck & stay as long as I
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choose. The scene is very curious, & full of variety. The shipping along the
wharves looks like a forest of bare trees. Then there are all classes of sailing
vessels & steamers, some of the grandest & most beautiful steamships in the
world, going or coming from Europe, or on the California route, all these on
the move. As I sit up there in the pilot house, I can see every thing, & the
distant scenery, & away down toward the sea, & Fort Lafayette &c. The
ferry boat has to pick its way through the crowd. Often they hit each other,
then there is a time—

My loving comrades, I am scribbling all this in my room in my mother’s
house. It is Monday forenoon—1I have now been home about a week in the
midst of relations, & many friends, many young men, some I have known
from childhood, many I love very much. I am out quite a good deal, as we
are glad to be with each other—they have entertainments &c. But truly, my
dear comrades, I never sit down, not a single time, to the bountiful dinners
& suppers to which I am taken in this land of wealth & plenty without feel-
ing it would be such a comfort to all, if you too, my dear & loving boys,
could have each your share of the good things to eat & drink, & of the plea-
sure & amusement. My friends among the young men make supper parties,
after which there is drinking &c., every thing prodigal & first rate, one, Sat-
urday night, & another last night—it is much pleasure, yet often in the midst
of the profusion, the palatable dishes to eat, & the laughing & talking, &
liquors &c, my thoughts silently turn to Washington, to all who lie there sick
& wounded, with bread & molasses for supper—

Lewy, dear son, I think I shall remain here ten or twelve days longer, &
then I will try to be with you once again. If you feel like it I would like to
have you write me soon, tell me about the boys, especially James Stilwell,
Pleasant Borley, Cunningham, & from the cavalry boy Edwin in ward B—
tell me whether Elijah Fox in ward G has gone home—Lew, when you write
to Tom Sawyer you know what to say from me—he is one I love in my heart,
& always shall till death, & afterwards too—1I wish you to tell a young
man in ward D, 2d bed below the middle door, (his first name is Isaac
[Linensparger], he is wounded in left leg, & it has had erysipelas), that I sent
him my love, & I wish him to have this letter to read if he desires it, & I will
see him again before long.

So, Lew, I have given you a lot of messages but you can take your time to
do them, only I wish each of the boys I have mentioned to have my letter
that wishes it, & read it at leisure for themselves, & then pass to another. If
Miss Hill in ward F or the lady nurse in ward E cares about reading it to the
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boys in those wards for my sake, you give it them some evening, as I know
the boys would like to hear from me, as I do from them.

Well, Lewy, I must bid you good bye for present, dear son, & also to all
the rest of my dear comrades, & I pray God to bless you, my darling boys, &
I send you all my love, & I hope it will be so ordered to let things go as easy
as possible with all my dear boys wounded or sick, & I hope it will be God’s
will that we shall all meet again, my dear loving comrades, not only here but
hereafter.

Walt Whitman

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Thomas P. Sawyer, a soldier

Brooklyn, November 20(?), 1863
Dear brother,

I am here in Brooklyn, New York, spending a few weeks home at my
mother’s. I left Washington Nov 2d, & shall return there next week. I wrote
to you six or seven weeks ago, the last time.”* I am well & fat, eat my rations
regular, & weigh about 200—so you see I am not very delicate. Here in
Brooklyn & New York where I was raised, I have so many friends, I believe,
now I am here they will kill me with kindness, I go around too much, & I
think it would be policy for me to put back to Washington. I have a brother
here, very sick, I do not think he can recover, he has been in the army—I
have another brother in the gth Army Corps, has been out 26 months. But
the greatest patriot in the family is my old mother. She always wants to hear
about the soldiers, & would give her last dime to any soldier that needed it.

Every thing looks on the rush here in these great cities, more people, more
business, more prosperity, & more of every thing to eat & wear, than ever.
Tom, I was home in time to vote. The elections went bully. How are you
copperheads? I think these last elections will be a settler for all traitors
north, & they are the worst.

I shall be back in Washington next Tuesday. My room is 456 Sixth street.
But my letters are still addrest care of Major Hapgood, paymaster U S A,
Washington D C.

Well, comrade, I must close. I do not know why you do not write to me.
Do you wish to shake me off? That I cannot believe, for I have the same love
for you that I exprest in my letters last spring, & I am confident you have the
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same for me. Anyhow I go on my own gait, & wherever I am in this world,
while I have a meal, or a dollar, or if I should have some shanty of my own,
no living man will ever be more welcome there than Tom Sawyer. So good
by, dear comrade, & God bless you, & if fortune should keep you from me
here, in this world, it must not hereafter.

DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To Elijah Douglass Fox, a soldier

Brooklyn, November 21, 1863

Dear son & comrade,
I wrote a few lines about five days ago & sent on to Armory Square, but as
I have not heard from it I suppose you have gone on to Michigan. I got your
letter of Nov 10th,” & it gave me much comfort. . . . Dearest comrade, I
only write this, lest the one I wrote five days ago may not reach you from the
hospital. I am still here at my mother’s, & feel as if [I] have had enough of
going around New York—enough of amusements, suppers, drinking, &
what is called pleasure—Dearest son, it would be more pleasure if we could
be together just in quiet, in some plain way of living, with some good em-
ployment & reasonable income, where I could have you often with me, than
all the dissipations & amusements of this great city—O I hope things may
work so that we can yet have each other’s society—for I cannot bear the
thought of being separated from you—1I know I am a great fool about such
things, but I tell you the truth, dear son. I do not think one night has passed
in New York or Brooklyn when I have been at the theatre or opera or after-
ward to some supper party or carouse made by the young fellows for me, but
what amid the play or the singing, I would perhaps suddenly think of you—
& the same at the gayest supper party, of men, where all was fun & noise &
laughing & drinking, of a dozen young men, & I among them, I would see
your face before me in my thought as I have seen it so often there in Ward
G, & my amusement or drink would be all turned to nothing, & I would
realize how happy it would be if I could leave all the fun & noise & the
crowd & be with you—I don’t wish to disparage my dear friends & ac-
quaintances here, there are so many of them & all so good, many so edu-
cated, traveled, &c., some so handsome & witty, some rich &c., some among
the literary class—many young men—all good—many of them educated &
polished, & brilliant in conversation, &c—& I thought I valued their society
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& friendship—& I do, for it is worth valuing—But, Douglass, I will tell you
the truth, you are so much closer to me than any of them that there is no
comparison—there has never passed so much between them & me as we
have—besides there is something that takes down all artificial accomplish-
ments, & that is a manly & loving soul—My dearest comrade, I am sitting
here writing to you very late at night—1I have been reading—it is indeed
after 12, & my mother & all the rest have gone to bed two hours ago, & I am
here alone writing to you, & I enjoy it too, although it is not much, yet I
know it will please you, dear boy—If you get this, you must write & tell me
where & how you are. I hope you are quite well, & with your dear wife, for I
know you have long wished to be with her, & I wish you to give her my best
respects & love too.

Douglass, I havn’t written any news, for there is nothing particular I have
to write. Well, it is now past midnight, pretty well on to 1 o’clock, & my
sheet is most written out—so, my dear darling boy, I must bid you good
night, or rather good morning & I hope it may be God’s will we shall yet be
with each other—but I must indeed bid you good night, my dear loving
comrade, & the blessing of God on you by night & day, my darling boy.
DRAFT LETTER: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, January 29, 1864
Dear Mother

Your letter of Tuesday night came this forenoon—the one of Sunday
night I rec’d yesterday—Mother, you don’t say in either of them whether
George has re-enlisted or not—or is that not yet decided positively one way
or the other?

O Mother, how I should like to be home, (I dont want more than two or
three days)—I want to see George, (I have his photograph on the wall, right
over my table all the time)—& I want to see California—you must always
write in your letters how she is—1I shall write to Han this afternoon or to-
morrow morning, & tell her probably George will come out & see her, &
that if he does you will send her word beforehand—

Jeff, my dear brother, if there should be the change made in the works &
things all overturned, you mustn’t mind—1I dare say you will pitch into
something better—1I believe a real overturn in the dead old beaten track of a
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man’s life, especially a young man’s, is always likely to turn out best, though
it worries one at first dreadfully—

Mat, I want to see you most sincerely—they havn’t put in anything in the
last two or three letters about you, but I suppose you are well, my dear
sister—

Mother, the young man that I took care of, Lewis Brown, is pretty well,
but very restless—he is doing well now, but there is a long road before him
yet—it is torture for him to be tied so to his cot, this weather—he is a very
noble young man, & has suffered very much—he is a Maryland boy, & (like
the southerners when they are union,) I think he is as strong & resolute a
union boy as there is in the United States—he went out in Maryland reg’t
but transferred to a NY battery—But I find so many noble men in the
ranks, I have ceased to wonder at it—I think the soldiers from the New En-
gland States & the Western states are splendid, & the country parts of N Y
& Pennsylvania too—1I think less of the great cities than I used to—I know
there are black sheep enough, even in the ranks, but the general rule is the
soldiers are noble, very—

Mother, I wonder if George thinks as I do about the best way to enjoy a
visit home, after all—When I come home again, I shall not go off gallivant-
ing with my companions half as much, nor a quarter as much as I used to,
but shall spend the time quietly home with you, while I do stay—it is a great
humbug spreeing around, & a few choice friends for a man, the real right
kind, in a quiet way, are enough—

Mother, I hope you take things easy, dont you? Mother, you know I was
always advising you to let things go, & sit down & take what comfort you
can while you do live— . . .

Mother, I was talking with an (pretty high) officer, here, who is behind the
scenes—I was mentioning that I had a great desire to be present at a first
class battle—he told me if I would only stay around here three or four weeks
longer, my wish would probably be gratified—1I asked him what he meant,
what he alluded to specifically—but he would not say any thing further—so
I remain as much in the dark as before—only there seemed to be some
meaning in his remark, & it was made to me only as there was no one else in
hearing at the moment—(he is quite an admirer of my poetry)—

The re-enlistment of the veterans is the greatest thing yet, it pleases every
body but the rebels—& surprises every body too—

Mother, I am well & fat, (I must weigh about 206)—So Washington must
agree with me—1I work three or four hours a day copying—Dear mother, I
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send you & Hattie my love, as you say she is a dear little girl—Mother, try to
write every week, even if only a few lines—Ilove to George & Jeff & Mat—

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To John T. Trowbridge*

Culpepper, Virginia, February 8, 1864

Dear friend
I ought to have written to you before, acknowledging the good package of
books, duly received by express, & actively used since, changing them
around in places where most needed among the soldiers—(I found a small
hospital of U. S. teamsters, entirely without reading, I go there considerable,
& have given them largely of your reading contribution)—I am down here
pretty well toward the extreme front of the Army, eight or ten miles south of
headquarters, (Brandy Station)—We had some fighting here, below here on
picket lines, day before yesterday—We feared they, the rebs, were advanc-
ing upon us in our depleted condition, especially feared their making a flank
movement up on our right. We were all ready to skedaddle from here last
night, & expected it—horses harnessed in all directions, & traps packed up,
(we have held & lost Culpepper three or four times already)—but I was very
sleepy & laid down & went to sleep, never slept fresher or sweeter—but
orders came during the night to stay for the present, there was no danger—
during the night I heard tremendous yells, I got up & went out, & found it
was some of the men returning from the extreme front—As day before yes-
terday a strong force, three corps, were moved down there—These were
portions of them now returning—it was a curious sight to see the shadowy
columns coming in two or three o’clock at night—T talked with the men—
how good, how cheerful, how full of manliness & good nature our Ameri-
can young men are—I staid last night at the house of a real secesh woman,
Mrs. Ashby—her husband (dead) a near relation of the famous reb Gen
Ashby”’—she gave me a good supper & bed—There was quite a squad of
our officers there—she & her sister paid me the compliment of talking
friendlily & nearly altogether exclusively with me—she was dressed in very
faded clothes but her manners were fine, seems to be a travelled educated
woman—quite melancholy—said she had remained through fearful troubles
& changes here on acct of her children—she is a handsome middle-aged
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woman—poor lady, how I pitied her, compelled to live as one may say on
chance & charity, with her high spirit—

Dear friend, I am moving around here among the field hospitals—(O how
the poor young men suffer)—& to see more of camp life & war scenes, &
the state of the army this winter—Dear friend, I have much to tell you, but
must abruptly close—

Walt Whitman

TEXT: Transcription, Stanford University

To his mother

Culpepper, Virginia, February 12, 1864
Dearest Mother,

I am still stopping down in this region. I am a good deal of the time down
within half a mile of our picket lines, so that you see I can indeed call myself
in the front. I stopped yesterday with an artillery camp, in the 1st Corps, at
the invitation of Capt [Henry Lowd] Cranford, who said that he knew me in
Brooklyn. It is close to the lines—1I asked him if he did not think it danger-
ous—he said no, he could have a large force of infantry to help him there, in
very short metre, if there was any sudden emergency—The troops here are
scattered all around, much more apart than they seemed to me to be op-
posite Fredericksburgh last winter—they mostly have good huts & fire-
places, &c—I have been to a great many of the camps, & I must say I am
astonished how good the houses are almost every where—1I have not seen
one regiment nor any part of one, in the poor uncomfortable little shelter
tents that I saw so common last winter, after Fredericksburgh—but all the
men have built huts of logs & mud—a good many of them would be com-
fortable enough to live in under any circumstances—

I have been in the Division hospitals around here—there are not many
men sick here, & no wounded—they now send them on to Washington—1I
shall return there in a few days, as I am very clear that the real need of one’s
services is there after all—there the worst cases concentrate, & probably
will, while the war lasts—

I suppose you know that what we call hospital here in the field, is nothing
but a collection of tents, on the bare ground for a floor, rather hard accom-
modations for a sick man—they heat them here by digging a long trough in
the ground under them, covering it over with old railroad iron & earth, &
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then building a fire at one end & letting it draw through & go out at the
other, as both ends are open—this heats the ground through the middle of
the hospital quite hot—1I find some poor creatures crawling about pretty
weak with diarrhea—there is a great deal of that—they keep them till they
get very bad indeed, & then send them to Washington—the journey aggra-
vates the complaint, & they come into Washington in a terrible condition—
O mother, how often & how many I have seen come into Washington, from
this awful complaint, after such an experience as I have described—with the
look of Death on their poor young faces—they keep them so long in the
field hospitals with poor accommodations, the disease gets too deeply
seated—

To-day I have been out among some of the camps of the 2d division of the
st Corps—I have been wandering around all day, & have had a very good
time, over woods, hills, & gullys, indeed a real soldier’s march—the weather
is good & the traveling quite tolerable—I have been in the camps of some
Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, & New York regiments—I have friends in
them, & went out to see them, & see soldiering generally, as I never cease to
crave more & more knowledge of actual soldiers’ life, & to be among them
as much as possible—This evening I have also been in a large wagoners’
camp—they had good fires, & were very cheerful—I went to see a friend
there too, but did not find him in—it is curious how many I find that I know
& that know me—Mother, I have no difficulty at all in making myself at
home among the soldiers, teamsters, or any—I most always find they like to
have me very much, it seems to do them good, no doubt they soon feel that
my heart & sympathies are truly with them, & it is both a novelty & pleases
them & touches their feelings, & so doubtless does them good—& I am sure
it does that to me—

There is more fun around here than you would think for—I told you
about the theatre the 14th Brooklyn has got up, they have songs & bur-
lesques &c, some of the performers real good—As I write this I have heard
in one direction or another two or three good bands playing—& hear one
tooting away some gay tunes now, though it is quite late at night—Mother, I
dont know whether I mentioned in my last letter that I took dinner with Col
Fowler*® one day early part of the week—his wife is stopping here—I was
down at the 14th as I came along this evening too—one of the officers told
me about a presentation to George of a sword &c, he said he see it in the
papers”—the 14th invited me to come & be their guest while I staid here,
but I have not been able to accept—Col Fowler uses me tip top—he is
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provost marshal of this region, makes a good officer—Mother, I could get
no pen & ink tonight—Well, dear Mother, I send you my love & to George
& Jeff & Mat & little girls & all—

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, March 29, 1864
Dearest mother
I have written [to] George again to Knox[ville]—things seem to be quiet
down there so far—We think here that our forces are going to be made
strongest here in Virginia this spring, & every thing bent to take Rich-
mond—Gerant is here, he is now down at headquarters in the field, Brandy
Station—we expect fighting before long, there are many indications—1I be-
lieve I told you they had sent up all the sick from front—about four nights
ago we [had a] terrible rainy afternoon [& night]—Well in the middle [of
the w]orst of the rain at [night? th]lere arrived a train [of sick?] & wounded,
over 600 [soldiers], down at the depot—I[It w]as one of the same [old]
sights, I could not keep the tears out of my eyes—many of the poor young
men had to be moved on stretchers, with blankets over them, which soon
soaked as wet as water in the rain—Most were sick cases, but some badly
wounded—I came up to the nearest hospital & helped—Mother, it was
a dreadful night (last Friday night)—pretty dark, the wind gusty, & the
rain fell in torrents—One poor boy (this is a sample of one case out of the
600) he seemed to me quite young, he was quite small, (I looked at his body
afterwards)—he groaned some as the stretcher-bearers were carrying him
along—& again as they carried him through the hospital gate, they set down
the stretcher & examined him, & the poor boy was dead—they took him
into the ward, & the doctor came immediately, but it was all of no use—the
worst of it is too that he is entirely unknown—there was nothing on his
clothes, or any one with him, to identify him—& he is altogether un-
known—DMotbher, it is enough to rack one’s heart, such things—very likely
his folks will never know in the world what has become of him—poor poor
child, for he appeared as though he could be but 18—
I feel lately as though I must have some intermission, I feel well & hearty
enough, & was never better, but my feelings are kept in a painful condition a
great part of the time—things get worse & worse, as to the amount & suffer-
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ings of the sick, & as I have said before, those who have to do with them are
getting more & more callous & indifferent—Mother, when I see the com-
mon soldiers, what they go through, & how every body seems to try to pick
upon them, & what humbug there is over them every how, even the dying
soldier’s money stolen from his body by some scoundrel attendant, or from
some sick ones, even from under his head, which is a common thing—&
then the agony I see every day, I get almost frightened at the world—
Mother, I will try to write more cheerfully next time—but I see so much—
well, good bye for present, dear Mother—

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, April 10 and 12, 1864
Dearest Mother,

I rec’d your letter & sent the one you sent for George immediately—he
must have got it the next day—1I had got one from him before yours ar-
rived—I mean to go to Annapolis & see him—

Mother, we expect a commencement of the fighting below very soon,
there is every indication of it—we have had about as severe rain storms here
lately as I ever see—it is middling pleasant now—there are exciting times in
Congress—the Copperheads are getting furious, & want to recognize the
Southern Confederacy—this is a pretty time to talk of recognizing such vil-
lains after what they have done, and after what has transpired the last three
years—After first Fredericksburgh I felt discouraged myself, & doubted
whether our rulers could carry on the war—but that has past away, the war
must be carried on—& I would willingly go myself in the ranks if I thought
it would profit more than at present, & I don’t know sometimes but I shall
as it is—

Mother, you dont know what a feeling a man gets after being in the active
sights & influences of the camp, the Army, the wounded &c.—he gets to
have a deep feeling he never experienced before—the flag, the tune of
Yankee Doodle, & similar things, produce an effect on a fellow never such
before—I have seen some bring tears on the men’s cheeks, & others turn
pale, under such circumstances—1I have a little flag (it belonged to one of
our cavalry reg’ts) presented to me by one of the wounded—it was taken by
the secesh in a cavalry fight, & rescued by our men in a bloody little skitr-
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mish, it cost three men’s lives, just to get one little flag, four by three—our
men rescued it, & tore it from the breast of a dead rebel—all that just for the
name of getting their little banner back again—this man that got it was very
badly wounded, & they let him keep it—I was with him a good deal, he
wanted to give me something he said, he didn’t expect to live, so he gave me
the little banner as a keepsake—I mention this, Mother, to show you a
specimen of the feeling—there isn’t a reg’t, cavalry or infantry, that wouldn’t
do the same, on occasion—

Tuesday morning April 12th
Mother, I will finish my letter this morning—it is a beautiful day to-day—
I was up in Congress very late last night, the house had a very excited night
session about expelling the men that want to recognize the Southern Con-
federacy—You ought to hear the soldiers talk—they are excited to mad-
ness—we shall probably have hot times here not in the Army alone—the
soldiers are true as the north star—I send you a couple of envelopes, & one
to George—Write how you are, dear Mother, & all the rest—I want to see
you all—]Jeff, my dear brother, I wish you was here, & Mat too— Write how
sis is—I am well as usual, indeed first rate every way—I want to come on in
a month, & try to print my “Drum Taps”—1I think it may be a success pecu-
niarily too—Dearest Mother, I hope this will find you entirely well, & dear
sister Mat & all.
Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his brother Jeff

Washington, May 23, 1864
Dear brother Jeff
I received your letter yesterday—1I too had got a few lines from George
dated on the field, 16th—he said he had also just written to mother—1I can-
not make out there has been any fighting since in which the gth Corps has
been engaged—I do hope Mother will not get despondent & so unhappy—I
suppose it is idle to say I think George’s chances are very good for coming
out of this campaign safe, yet at present it seems to me so—but it is indeed
idle to say so, for no one can tell what a day may bring forth—
Sometimes I think that should it come, when it 7zust be, to fall in battle,
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one’s anguish over a son or brother killed, would be tempered with much to
take the edge off—I can honestly say it has no terrors for me, if I had to be
hit in battle, as far as I myself am concerned—it would be a noble & manly
death, & in the best cause—then one finds, as I have the past year, that our
feelings & imaginations make a thousand times too much of the whole
matter—Of the many I have seen die, or known of, the past year, I have not
seen or heard of one who met death with any terror— Yesterday afternoon I
spent a good part of the afternoon with a young man of 17, named Charles
Cutter, of Lawrence City, Mass, 1st Mass heavy artillery, battery M—he was
brought in to one of the hospitals mortally wounded in abdomen—Well I
thought to myself as I sat looking at him, it ought to be a relief to his folks
after all, if they could see how little he suffered—he lay very placid, in a half
lethargy, with his eyes closed, it was very warm, & I sat a long while fanning
him & wiping the sweat, at length he opened his eyes quite wide & clear, &
looked inquiringly around. I said, What is it, my dear, do you want any
thing?—he said quietly with a good natured smile, O nothing, I was only
looking around to see who was with me—his mind was somewhat wander-
ing, yet he lay so peaceful, in his dying condition—he seemed to be a real
New England country boy, so good natured, with a pleasant homely way, &
quite a fine looking boy—without any doubt he died in course of night—
There dont seem to be any war news of importance very late—We have
been fearfully disappointed with Sigel® not making his junction from the
lower part of the valley, & perhaps harassing Lee’s left, or left rear, which
(the junction or equivalent to it) was an indispensable part of Grant’s plan,
we think—this is one great reason why things have lagged so with the
Army—some here are furious with Sigel, you will see he has been super-
seded—his losses in his repulse are not so important, though annoying
enough, but it was of the greatest consequence that he should have hastened
through the gaps ten or twelve days ago at all hazards & come in from the
west, keeping near enough to our right to have assistance if he needed it—
Jeff, I suppose you know that there has been quite a large army lying idle,
mostly of artillery reg’ts manning the numerous forts around here, they have
been the fattest & heartiest reg’ts any where to be seen, & full in numbers,
some of them numbering 2000 men—well, they have all, every one, been
shoved down to the front—lately we have had the militia reg’ts pouring in
here mostly from Ohio, they look first rate, I saw two or three come in yes-
terday, splendid American young men, from farms mostly—we are to have
them for a hundred days & probably they will not refuse to stay another



104 Selected Letters of Walt Whitman

hundred—]Jeff, tell mother I shall write Wednesday certain (or if I hear any-
thing I will write to-morrow)—1I still think we shall get Richmond—
Walt—

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, June 3, 1864
Dearest mother

Your letter came yesterday—TI have not heard the least thing from the 51st
since—no doubt they are down there with the Army near Richmond—I
have not written to George lately—1I think the news from the Army is very
good—Mother, you know of course that it is now very near Richmond in-
deed, from five to ten miles—

Mother, if this campaign was not in progress I should not stop here, as it
is now beginning to tell a little upon me, so many bad wounds, many pu-
trified, & all kinds of dreadful ones, I have been rather too much with—but
as it is I shall certainly remain here while the thing remains undecided—it is
impossible for me to abstain from going to see & minister to certain cases, &
that draws me into others, & so on—1I have just left Oscar Cunningham, the
Ohio boy—he is in a dying condition—there is no hope for him—it would
draw tears from the hardest heart to look at him—he is all wasted away to a
skeleton, & looks like some one fifty years old—you remember I told you a
year ago, when he was first brought in, I thought him the noblest specimen
of a young western man I had seen, a real giant in size, & always with a smile
on his face—O what a change, he has long been very itritable, to every one
but me, & his frame is all wasted away—the young Massachusetts 1st artil-
lery boy, Cutter, I wrote about is dead—he is the one that was brought in a
week ago last Sunday, badly wounded in breast—the deaths in the principal
hospital I visit, Armory Square, average one an hour—1I saw Capt Baldwin®'
of the 14th this morning, he has lost his left arm—is going home soon—

... O I must tell you I gave the boys in Carver hospital a great treat of ice
cream a couple of days ago, went round myself through about 15 large wards,
(I bought some ten gallons, very nice)—you would have cried & been amused
too, many of the men had to be fed, several of them I saw cannot probably
live, yet they quite enjoyed it, I gave everybody some—quite a number west-
ern country boys had never tasted ice cream before—they relish such things,
oranges, lemons, & c—Mother, I feel a little blue this morning, as two young
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men I knew very well have just died, one died last night, & the other about
half an hour before I went to the hospital, I did not anticipate the death of
either of them, each was a very, very sad case, so young—well, mother, I see
I have written you another gloomy sort of letter—I do not feel as first rate
as usual—

Walt—

You don’t know how I want to come home & see you all, you, dear
Mother, & Jeff & Mat & all—1I believe I am homesick, something new for
me—then I have seen all the horrors of soldier’s life & not been kept up by
its excitement—it is awful to see so much, & not be able to relieve it—

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To his mother

Washington, June 7, 1864
Dearest mother,

I cannot write you any thing about the 51st, as I have not heard a word—I
felt much disturbed yesterday afternoon, as Major Hapgood came up from
the Paymaster General’s office, & said that news had arrived that Burnside
was killed, & that the gth Corps had had a terrible slaughter—he said it was
believed at the Paymaster general’s office—Well I went out to see what re-
liance there was on it—the rumor soon spread over town, & was believed by
many—but as near as I can make it out, it proves to be one of those unac-
countable stories that get started these times—Saturday night we heard that
Grant was routed completely &c &c—so that’s the way the stories fly—I
suppose you have the same big lies there in Brooklyn—Weell the truth is sad
enough, without adding any thing to it—but Grant is not destroyed yet, but
I think is going into Richmond yet, but the cost is terrible—

Mother, I have not felt well at all the last week—TI had spells of deathly
faintness, and bad trouble in my head too, & sore throat, (quite a little bud-
get, ain’t they?)—My head was the worst, though I don’t know, the faint
weak spells were not very pleasant—but I feel so much better this forenoon
I believe it has passed over—There is a very horrible collection in Armory
Building, (in Armory Square hosp.) about 200 of the worst cases you ever
see, & I had been probably too much with them—it is enough to melt the
heart of a stone—over one third of them are amputation cases—

Well, mother, poor Oscar Cunningham is gone at last—he is the 82d
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Ohio boy, (wounded May 3d ’63)—1I have written so much of him I suppose
you feel as if you almost knew him—I was with him Saturday forenoon
& also evening—he was more composed than usual, could not articulate
very well—he died about 2 o’clock Sunday morning—very easy they told
me, I was not there—It was a blessed relief, his life has been misery for
months—the cause of death at last was the system absorbing the pus, the
bad matter, instead of discharging it from wound—I believe I told you in
last letter I was quite blue from the deaths of several of the poor young men
I knew well, especially two I had strong hopes of their getting up—things
are going pretty badly with the wounded—They are crowded here in Wash-
ington in immense numbers, & all those that come up from the Wilderness,
& that region, arrived here so neglected, & in such plight, it was awful—
(those that were at Fredericksburgh & also from Belle Plaine)—The papers
are full of puffs, &c. but the truth is, the largest proportion of worst cases
got little or no attention—we receive them here with their wounds full of
worms—some all swelled & inflamed, many of the amputations have to be
done over again—one new feature is that many of the poor afflicted young
men are crazy, every ward has some in it that are wandering—they have suf-
fered too much, & it is perhaps a privilege that they are out of their senses—
Mother, it is most too much for a fellow, & I sometimes wish I was out of
it—but I suppose it is because I have not felt first rate myself— . . .

Well, Mother, how do things go on with you all—it seems to me if I could
only be home two or three days, & have some good teas with you & Mat, &
set in the old basement a while, & have a good time & talk with Jeff, & see
the little girls, &c—1I should be willing to keep on afterward among these
sad scenes for the rest of the summer—but I shall remain here until this
Richmond campaign is settled, any how, unless I get sick, & I don’t antici-
pate that—Mother dear, I hope you are well & in fair spirits—you must try
to—have you heard from sister Han?

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Lewis K. Brown, a soldier

Brooklyn, July 11, 1864

Dear comrade
I have rec’d your letter of the 6th as it has been sent on to me by Major
Hapgood. My dear comrade, I have been very sick, and have been brought
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on home nearly three weeks ago, after being sick some ten days in Washing-
ton—The doctors say my sickness is from having too deeply imbibed poison
into my system from the hospitals—I had spells of deathly faintness, & the
disease also attacked my head & throat pretty seriously—

The doctors forbid me going any more into the hospitals—I did not think
much of it, till T got pretty weak, & then they directed me to leave & go
north for change of air as soon as I had strength—But I am making too long
a story of it—1I thought only to write you a line—My dear comrade, I am
now over the worst of it & have been getting better the last three days—my
brother took me out in a carriage for a short ride yesterday which is the first
I have been out of the house since I have been home—the doctor tells me
to-day I shall soon be around which will be very acceptable—This is the first
sickness I have ever had & I find upon trial such things as faintness, head-
ache & trembling & tossing all night, & all day too, are not proper compan-
ions for a good union man like myself—*¢

Lewy, I dont know any news to send you—the acc’ts here to-night are
that the railroad & telegraph between Baltimore & Washington are cut, &
also between Philadelphia by the rebel invasion—

My dear boy, you say you would like to see me—well I would give any-
thing to see your face again too—I think of you often— . . .

And now good bye, Lewy, & accept my heartfelt & true love, my dearest
comrade—& I will try to write again before a great while & tell you how I
am getting along, & which way I expect to move, &c. And I hope you will do
the same to me—

So good bye again, Lew, & God bless you, dear son, now & through life—

Walt Whitman

Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To William D. O’Connor

Brooklyn, September 11, 1864
Dear friend
I have nothing of consequence to write, but I thought I would send you a
few lines anyhow. I have just written Nelly a letter, & send to Little Comp-
ton— We are full of politics here, the dispute runs high & hot everywhere—
I think the Republicans are going to make a stout fight after all, as there is
confusion in the opposition camp—the result of course I do not pretend to
foretell—
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My health is quite re-established, yet not exactly the same unconscious
state of health as formerly—The book is still unprinted—OQur family are all
well as usual—I go two or three times a week among the soldiers in hospi-
tal here—

I go out quite regularly, sometimes out on the bay, or to Coney Island—&
occasionally a tour through New York life, as of old—last night I was with
some of my friends of Fred Gray association, till late wandering the east side
of the City—first in the lager bier saloons & then elsewhere—one crowded,
low, most degraded place we went, a poor blear-eyed girl bringing beer. I
saw her with a McClellan medal on her breast—I called her & asked her if
the other gitls there were for McClellan® too—she said yes every one of
them, & that they wouldn’t tolerate a girl in the place who was not, & the
fellows were too—(there must have been twenty girls, sad sad ruins)—it was
one of those places where the air is full of the scent of low thievery, druggies,
foul play, & prostitution gangrened—

I don’t know what move I shall make, but something soon, as it is not
satisfactory any more in New York & Brooklyn—1I should think nine tenths,
of all classes, are copperheads here, I never heard before such things as I
hear now whenever I go out—then it seems tame & indeed unreal here, life
as carried on & as I come in contact with it & receive its influences— . . .

Walt

Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To William D. O’Connor

Brooklyn, January 6, 1865
Dear friend

Your welcome letter of December 30 came safe. I have written & sent my
application to Mr Otto, & also a few lines to Mr Ashton,* with a copy of it. I
am most desirous to get the appointment, as enclosing, with the rest of the
points, my attentions to the soldiers & to my poems, as you intimate.

It may be Drum-Taps may come out this winter, yet, (in the way I have
mentioned in times past.) It is in a state to put right through, a perfect copy
being ready for the printers—I feel at last, & for the first time without any
demur, that I am satisfied with it—content to have it go to the world ver-
batim & punctuation. It is in my opinion superior to Leaves of Grass—cer-
tainly more perfect as a work of art, being adjusted in all its proportions, &
its passion having the indispensable merit that though to the ordinary reader
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let loose with wildest abandon, the true artist can see it is yet under control.
But I am perhaps mainly satisfied with Drum-Taps because it delivers my
ambition of the task that has haunted me, namely, to express in a poem (& in
the way I like, which is not at all by directly stating it) the pending action of
this Time & Land we swim in, with all their large conflicting fluctuations of
despair & hope, the shiftings, masses, & the whirl & deafening din, (yet over
all, as by invisible hand, a definite purport & idea)—with the unprece-
dented anguish of wounded & suffering, the beautiful young men, in whole-
sale death & agony, everything sometimes as if in blood color, & dripping
blood. The book is therefore unprecedently sad, (as these days are, are they
not?)—but it also has the blast of the trumpet, & the drum pounds & whirrs
in it, & then an undertone of sweetest comradeship & human love, thread-
ing its steady thread inside the chaos, & heard at every lull & interstice
thereof—truly also it has clear notes of faith & triumph.

Drum Taps has none of the perturbations of Leaves of Grass. I am satis-
fied with Leaves of Grass (by far the most of it) as expressing what was in-
tended, namely, to express by sharp-cut self assertion, One’s-Self & also, or
may be still more, to map out, to throw together for American use, a gigantic
embryo or skeleton of Personality, fit for the West, for native models—but
there are a few things I shall carefully eliminate in the next issue, & a few
more I shall considerably change.

I see I have said I consider Drum-Taps superior to Leaves of Grass. I
probably mean as a piece of wit, & from the more simple & winning nature
of the subject, & also because I have in it only succeeded to my satisfaction
in removing all superfluity from it, verbal superfluity I mean. I delight to
make a poem where I feel clear that not a word but is indispensable part
thereof & of my meaning.

Still Leaves of Grass is dear to me, always dearest to me, as my first born,
as daughter of my life’s first hopes, doubts, & the putting in form of those
days’ efforts & aspirations—true, I see now, with some things in it I should
not put in if I were to write now, but yet I shall certainly let them stand, even
if but for proofs of phases passed away—

Mother & all home are well as usual. Not a word for over three months
from my brother George®—the probabilities are most gloomy. I see the
Howells now & then. I am well, but need to leave here—need a change. . . .

Love to dear Nelly & Jeannie & all.
Walt Whitman
Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library
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To his brother Jeff

Washington, January 30, 1865
My dear brother,

Your letter has only just reached me though I see the Brooklyn post office
stamp is January 27th—1I was gratified with [Lt. William E.] Babcock’s and
[Aaron] Smith’s letters, though I am very sorry they neither of them men-
tioned the date of Lt [William] Caldwell’s letter from Danville. If it should
be much later than George’s, which was November 27th, it would be a relief
to know it—but I presume it was one of the same batch. Jeff, I have this
morning written to Capt [Julius W.] Mason, telling him where George is, &
asking him, as that would be ten times more likely to get through, if he will
have (or direct some proper person) to put up a box of things to eat, & given
him George’s address to send it through the lines, & said that I or you would
pay the bill of course, & be most deeply obliged to him & that I would have
enclosed the money in the letter I sent him, but thought it safer to wait & see
whether it reached him. I have written to George since I have been here in
Washington. Also a few lines to Han. We have had very cold mean weather
here ever since I arrived till to-day—it is now moderated & very pleasant
overhead.

I am quite comfortable, have a comfortable room enough, with a wood
stove, & a pile of wood in the room, a first rate & good big bed, & a very
friendly old secesh landlady whose husband & son are off in the Southern
army—she is different from any I have found yet here, is very obliging, starts
my fire for me at 5 o’clock every afternoon, & lights the gas, even, & then
turns it down to be ready for me when I come home. I get my meals where I
can—they are poor & expensive—You speak of the Indian office—it is a
Bureau in the Department of the interior, which has charge of quite a large
mass of business relating to the numerous Indian tribes in West & North-
west, large numbers of whom are under annuities, supplies, &c for the gov-
ernment. All T have hitherto employed myself about has been making copies
of reports & Bids, &c for the office to send up to the Congressional Commit-
tee on Indian Affairs. It is easy enough—1I take things very easy—the rule is
to come at 9 and go at 4—but I don’t come at 9, and only stay till 4 when I
want, as at present to finish a letter for the mail—I am treated with great
courtesy, as an evidence of which I have to inform you that since I began this
letter, I have been sent for by the cashier to receive my PAY for the arduous
& invaluable services I have already rendered to the government—I feel
quite well, perhaps not as completely so as I used to was, but I think I shall
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get so this spring—as I did indeed feel yesterday better than I have since I
was taken sick last summer.

I spent yesterday afternoon in Armory Square Hospital, & had a real good
time, & the boys had too. Jeff, you need not be afraid about my overdoing
the matter. I shall go regularly enough, but shall be on my guard against
trouble. T am also going to some of the camps about here, there is a great
chance among them to do good, & they are interesting places every way, for
one who goes among the men. I have thought every day of Mother—dear
Mother, T hope she gets along well this bitter weather—(about the hoop
iron, I think it was the right thing to do—the least they can do is to take it
off)—My dear brother, you must by all means conze & see me—Martha, my
dear sister, I send you & the dear little torments my best, best love—]Jeff,
give my respects to Mr. Lane & Dr Ruggles®*—

Walt

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To the mother of a soldier, Mrs. Irwin

Washington, May 1, 1865
Dear madam:

No doubt you and Frank’s friends have heard the sad fact of his death in
hospital here, through his uncle, or the lady from Baltimore, who took his
things. (I have not seen them, only heard of them visiting Frank.) I will write
you a few lines—as a casual friend that sat by his death-bed. Your son, Cor-
poral Frank H. Irwin, was wounded near Fort Fisher, Virginia, March 25th,
1865—the wound was in the left knee, pretty bad. He was sent up to Wash-
ington, was receiv’d in ward C, Armory-square hospital, March 28th—the
wound became worse, and on the 4th of April the leg was amputated a little
above the knee—the operation was perform’d by Dr. Bliss, one of the best
surgeons in the army—he did the whole operation himself—there was a
good deal of bad matter gather’d—the bullet was found in the knee. For a
couple of weeks afterwards he was doing pretty well. I visited and sat by him
frequently, as he was fond of having me. The last ten or twelve days of April
I saw that his case was critical. He previously had some fever, with cold
spells. The last week in April he was much of the time flighty—but always
mild and gentle. He died first of May. The actual cause of death was pyaemia,
(the absorption of the matter in the system instead of its discharge). Frank,
as far as I saw, had everything requisite in surgical treatment, nursing, &c.
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He had watches much of the time. He was so good and well-behaved and
affectionate I myself liked him very much. I was in the habit of coming in
afternoons and sitting by him, and soothing him, and he liked to have me—
liked to put his arm out and lay his hand on my knee—would keep it so a
long while. Toward the last he was more restless and flighty at night—often
fancied himself with his regiment—by his talk sometimes seem’d as if his
feelings were hurt by being blamed by his officers for something he was en-
tirely innocent of—said, “I never in my life was thought capable of such a
thing, and never was.” At other times he would fancy himself talking as it
seem’d to children or such like, his relatives I suppose, and giving them
good advice; would talk to them a long while. All the time he was out of his
head not one single bad word or idea escaped him. It was remark’d that
many a man’s conversation in his senses was not half as good as Frank’s delir-
ium. He seem’d quite willing to die—he had become very weak and had
suffer’d a good deal, and was perfectly resign’d, poor boy. I do not know his
past life, but I feel as if it must have been good. At any rate what I saw of
him here, under the most trying circumstances, with a painful wound, and
among strangers, I can say that he behaved so brave, so composed, and so
sweet and affectionate, it could not be surpass’d. And now like many other
noble and good men, after serving his country as a soldier, he has yielded up
his young life at the very outset in her service. Such things are gloomy—yet
there is a text, “God doeth all things well”—the meaning of which, after
due time, appears to the soul.

I thought perhaps a few words, though from a stranger, about your son,
from one who was with him at the last, might be worth while—for I loved
the young man, though I but saw him immediately to lose him. I am merely a
friend visiting the hospitals occasionally to cheer the wounded and sick.

W. W.
TEXT: The Complete Writings of Walt Whitman (1902), 4:122—25

To the parents of a soldier, N. M. and John P. Pratt

Washington, June 10, 1865
Mr. & Mrs. Pratt:

As I am visiting your son Alfred occasionally, to cheer him up in his sick-
ness in hospital, I thought you might like a few words, though from a
stranger, yet a friend to your boy. I was there last night, and sat a while by
the bed, as usual, & he showed me the letter he had just received from
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home. He wrote to you yesterday. He has had diarrhea pretty bad, but is
now improved & goes about the hospital—but as the weather is pretty hot
& powerful in the midst of the day, I advised him not to go outdoors much
at present. What he wants most is rest, and a chance to get his strength
again. I expect he will improve by degrees, & I hope it will not be very long
before he will be sent home—though I don’t know, as I am only a friend,
occasionally visiting the hospitals. Alfred has good accommodations where
he is, & a good doctor, & nursing—so you must not worry about him. I shall
stop & see him a little every day, as he likes to have me, & I like him too.
Poor young men, there are hundreds & thousands of them here, wounded
or sick, in the great army hospitals—many of them suffering with amputa-
tions & wounds—others with sickness, & so faint & weak, this weather—it
is enough to make one’s heart bleed—

As to Alfred, he is comparatively well off, there are so many with bad
wounds &c.—the deaths are quite frequent. He will soon be restored, ac-
cording to present appearances.

We are having very hot weather here, & it is dry & dusty—The City is
alive with soldiers from both the Army of the Potomac & the Western Ar-
mies, brought here by Sherman. There have been some great Reviews here,
as you have seen'in the papers—& thousands of soldiers are going home
every day.

You must write to Alfred often, as it cheers up a boy sick & away from
home. Write all about domestic & farm incidents, and as cheerful as may be.
Direct to him, in Ward C, Armory Square Hospital, Washington, D. C.
Should any thing occur, I will write you again, but I feel confident he will
continue doing well. For the present farewell.

Walt Whitman

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Anson Ryder, Jr., a soldier

Washington, August 15 and 16, 1865
Dear Anson,

As there is a sort of lull and quiet for a short time in my work, I will im-
prove the opportunity to write to you, dear friend. In this office, I am in the
part where the Pardons are attended to. There is a perfect stream of Rebels
coming in here all the time to get pardoned. All the Southerners that are
worth more than $20,000 in property, have to get special pardons, & all who
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have been officers of the rank of Brig. Gen’l, or upwards, the same. Many
old men come in here, and middle-aged and young ones too. I often talk
with them. There are some real characters among them—(and you know I
have a fancy for any thing a little out of the usual style)—Quite a good many
women come up to Washington, and come to this office, about their par-
dons—some old, some young—all are drest in deep black—Then there are
bushels of applications arriving every week by mail—when they are recom-
mended by the Provisional Governors, or some well known Union person,
they get their papers—Many have got their papers—but nearly all are wait-
ing for the President’s signature—1I should think 3 or 4000. He is not in any
hurry to sign them. . . . Blue coats here are getting quite scarce. Your letter
of the gth came safe, and was welcome. I envy you the pure fresh country air
and healthy influences and I doubt not fine scenery and quiet. When you
write tell me about the neighborhood—where is Cedar Lake, and what kind
of place? Well, Anson, I must close. God bless you, my loving soldier-boy,
now and always.

Walt Whitman

Wednesday morning, 16th Aug.

Anson, as I neglected to send this yesterday, I have brought down a
couple of little pictures, & enclose them, after all. But you shall have a larger
& better one, dear son. I will have it prepared [ndecipherable] was to send it
to you. They have commenced breaking up Armory Square. The picture in
shirt sleeves was taken in 1854 (the year of the first edition of Leaves of
Grass)—you would not know it was me now, but it was taken from life &
was first-rate then. Anson, when you write tell me all particulars of yourself,
folks, place & about Wood &c—your true friend.

W W
TEXT: The Flying Quill at Goodspeed’s Book Shop (March 1968)

To Alfred Pratt, a soldier

Washington, August 26 and 29, 1865

Dear Al
Your letter came all right—& I was glad to hear from you, boy, & to know
that you had got home to your own folks at last—& now I hope you will get
well & strong again, dear son—& I hope it may be God’s will that you will
not only get so, but keep so. Armory Square hospital is broken up, & all the
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sick & wounded have been taken away, or forwarded home. . . . Al, you was
quite low, one time there in the Hospital—& the worst of it was you was
down-hearted & homesick, & said nothing to any body—only when I came
around, & we soon had quite a love toward each other, & no doubt that did
you good—only I now regret that I did not do more for you, & come to see
you oftener.

I am working now in the Attorney General’s office. This is the place where
the big southerners now come up to get pardoned—all the rich men & big
officers of the reb army have to get special pardons, before they can buy or
sell, or do any thing that will stand law—Sometimes there is a steady stream
of them coming in here—old & young, men & women—some of the men
are odd looking characters—1I talk with them often, & find it very interest-
ing to listen to their descriptions of things that have happened down south,
& to how things are there now, &c. There are between 4 & 5000 pardons
issued from this Office, but only about 200 have been signed by the Presi-
dent—The rest he is letting wait, till he gets good & ready—What I hear &
see about Andrew Johnson, I think he is a good 7an—sometimes some of
the letters he gets are sent over to this office to be answered—& occasionally
that job falls to me—One of them was a letter a few days ago from a widow
woman in Westfield, N Y. Her husband was in Texas when the war broke
out, joined our army—& was killed by the rebels—they also confiscated his
property in Texas, leaving his family helpless—this lady wrote to the Presi-
dent for aid, &c—I wrote the President’s answer—telling her that she
should have her husband’s pension, which would be pretty good, as he was a
captain—& that the rebs in Texas could not hold any such property, but
that she could bring a suit & get it back, &c.—then put in a few words to
cheer her up, &c.—

Aug 29.

Dear son, I did not finish my letter because I have not been able to get the
little picture of Lincoln & Washington—but I succeeded in getting one this
morning—1I send it as a little present to my dear boy, & I hope it will please
him, for there is something about it that is both pleasing & solemn to me,
though but a small picture—We are having a cloudy drizzly day here &
heavy mist—There is nothing very new or special—

There was a big match played here yesterday between two base ball clubs,
one from Philadelphia & the other a Washington club—& to-day another is
to come off between a New York & the Philadelphia club I believe—thou-
sands go to see them play—
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I keep well, & every body says I am getting fat & hearty—I live at the
same place in M street, 468—only I have moved into the front room—it is
pleasanter—I have my meals brought up to me—my landlady gives me very
good grub, $32.50 a month—Well I must draw to a close, as the sheet is
most full—When you write, to let me know how you are, & if you have rec’d
this, direct to me, Attorney General’s office, Washington D. C.

Now, Ally, I must bid you good by, & I send you my love, my darling boy,
& also to your parents, for your sake—you must try to be a good young man
& behave right & manly, for that is far more than worldly prosperity—Fare-
well, dear son,

Walt Whitman

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress
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After the Civil War Whitman, now bearded, prematurely old, established the most
enduring relationship of his life with Peter Doyle, a rebel soldier and horsecar driver
whom he met in 1865. Doyle found in Whitman a substitute father, and the poet
found, temporarily, a “son” and “comrade.”

Trent Collection, William R. Perkins Library, Duke University



BY 1866 WHITMAN HAD PUBLISHED DRUM-TAPS, CONTAIN-
ing the greatest war poems in our literature, drawn from his empathic expe-
riences in the field and in military hospitals. The assassination of Abraham
Lincoln was commemorated in “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,”
which has become our national elegy. Whitman was preparing to publish the
fourth edition of Leaves of Grass, which was to include Drumz-Taps.

He was an employee of the United States government. The hours and the
labor were not burdensome, and the salary, $1200 or more, was ample for
his simple life-style. One day in 1865 he lost his post when James Harlan, the
recently appointed Secretary of the Interior, peremptorily fired him, pro-
nouncing Leaves of Grass an obscene book and its author unworthy of pub-
lic office. Whitmanites and the poet himself were outraged, but in their de-
sire to exploit the situation, they overlooked that on the day following his
dismissal Whitman had a full-time position in the Attorney General’s Office.
William D. O’Connor and others saw to that.

Harlan’s prudery presented the opportunity for O’Connor to come to
Whitman’s defense with his considerable powers in vituperative rhetoric.
Volatile, given to deep depressions and to excited hyperbole, O’Connor de-
lighted the partisans but increased the almost irrational fury of the oppo-
nents in The Good Gray Poet (1866) and “The Carpenter” (1868), which
endowed Whitman with a messianic aura. Whitman has always incited ex-
cessive reactions like that of one speaker who declared with deep sincerity
and passion, “There are three great men in human history, Jesus, Buddha,
and Walt Whitman, and the greatest of these is—Walt Whitman.” At the
time of the deification O’Connor, with Whitman’s assistance, sought to
modify the public image of the poet as a decadent or immoralist who nar-
cissistically flaunted himself and refused in the age of Victoria to cover the
genitals with the mandatory fig leaves.

William Michael Rossetti, the brother of Dante Gabriel and Christina
Rossetti, expressed interest in publishing in England a selection from Leaves
of Grass without the sexual poems and the objectionable phraseology found
in other poems. Whitman consented, although his public stance was always
to be that he refused to modify a single word in his poetry to satisfy conven-
tional morality. As soon as he heard of Rossetti’s proposed edition, Whitman
prepared a preface which O’Connor was to recopy and forward to Rossetti.
It insisted upon Whitman’s cleanliness, physical and verbal, and sought
without saying so to conventionalize the “rough” for the sake of public ac-
ceptability. Whitman granted himself heroic dimensions—“a kosmos”—

119
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and never discouraged the extravagances of idolators like O’Connor, but at
the same time he wanted to be the democratic bard loved by the people.

One of the readers of Rossetti’s selection was Anne Gilchrist (1828—1886),
the widow of the biographer of William Blake, Alexander Gilchrist, and the
mother of four children. A woman of incredible enthusiasms and idealism in
search of a hero in a century of hero worship, she discovered in Whitman a
hero with the body of a Titan and the soul of a lover. At last she had found
the physical and poetic embodiment of her ideal. So impassioned were her
letters about Whitman’s verse to Rossetti that he advised her to publish them
anonymously as “A Woman’s Estimate of Walt Whitman” (1870), which was
the first major defense by a woman of the controversial poet. Hers was an
amorous critique masquerading as criticism.

In despair because Whitman did not write directly to her—she had a ner-
vous collapse in 1870—she waited and pined. Finally, the “life force” was
too much for her. The books which Whitman had sent to Rossetti to trans-
mit to her served as an excuse, and on September 3, 1871, she wrote one of
the most extraordinary love letters in the language. This well-bred Victorian
lady swept aside conventional amenities to declare her love feverishly and to
offer her soul and body to the poet. She rapturously envisaged herself as the
poet’s spiritual mate and the mother of a noble progeny. Whitman, under-
standably, waited six weeks before he replied to her letter. His brevity and
evasiveness did not dampen her passion, nor did his subsequent warning:
“You must not construct such an unauthorized & imaginary ideal Figure, &
call it W. W. and so devotedly invest your loving nature in it. The actual
W. W. is a very plain personage, & entirely unworthy such devotion.”

She, however, was powerless to deny a shattering passion that cried for
spiritual and physical satisfaction. He was equally powerless to offer the
fulfillment she craved. And so we have a spectacle, the stuff of tragedy for
some writers, of comedy to others. The poet who shocked the world because
of his anatomical candor and who boldly summoned lovers to embrace him
wherever he walked did not know how to handle a woman whose ardor his
verses had inflamed. She exposed her feelings without shame and without
stint; he was awed by her emotional excesses—and perhaps frightened. He
retreated as she pursued. She wanted to come to Ametica to offer herself to
him; he preferred to have an ocean between them.

Late in 1865 Whitman met a veteran of the Confederate Army, Peter
Doyle, now a streetcar conductor in Washington. Though there were to be
stresses or “perturbations” in the relationship of a man approaching fifty



1 86 6 —187 3 121

and an ex-soldier in his twenties, life for Whitman was to center about Pete
and his friends, who also worked for the railroads in Washington. O’Connor,
Chatles W. Eldridge, and John Burroughs, all of whom remained in Wash-
ington after the war, never satisfied Whitman’s need for comrades who,
whether he realized it or not, resembled his own brothers in education and,
more important, in their need of an elder brother to guide them.

Pete was born in Ireland about 1845 and came to the United States as
a young man. He lived in Washington with his mother and four brothers,
who were either policemen or laborers. Like most of the young men whom
Whitman befriended, Pete was semiliterate: he believed Leaves of Grass
was “without sense or meaning,” which was pretty much the judgment of
Whitman’s own family. For eight years they saw each other almost daily.
Whitman took long walks with Pete at night, sent a bouquet to him now and
then,! had clothes made for him, and coaxed the excitable young man out
of his blues or depressions. It was a passionate involvement which filled
Whitman with happiness and despair. He was not happy when he was ab-
sent from Pete, but the poet had to retreat to Brooklyn, where “I think of
you very often, dearest comrade, & with more calmness than when I was
there.” He feared that his love was not returned but was surprised to dis-
cover, after he left Washington for a visit to Brooklyn in 1870, that “you
made so much of having me with you, [and] that you could feel so downcast
at losing me. I foolishly thought it was all on the other side.”

It was the longest sustained relationship of Whitman’s life, with many
gratifications but also many uncertainties. Pete was unstable and troubled,
perhaps even troubled about his involvement with Walt Whitman, who in
his poetry had to confess his own homosexual desires but, at the same time,
to render them problematic in the recurrent evasiveness of his “faint clews &
indirections.”

In 1872, probably in August, there was a painful rupture in Whitman’s
life. For ten years he had been an intimate of O’Connor and his family. He
admired, even perhaps overrated, O’Connor’s brilliance and virtuosity, and
he dined with the family frequently. The two men had very different views
on slavery, and Whitman’s ambivalent attitude toward black people annoyed
O’Connor. One night there was a violent quarrel. Infuriated and deeply
wounded, O’Connor refused Whitman’s gesture of reconciliation, abruptly
moved out of his own home, and for the next ten years saw the members of
his own family infrequently. There must have been other reasons beyond dif-
ferences in racial attitudes. Ellen O’Connor, like Anne Gilchrist, was in love
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with Whitman, and O’Connor may have been jealous, yet there is no reason
to believe that Whitman was ever in love with a woman. Since those inti-
mately involved with Whitman—QO’Connor, Burroughs, Richard Maurice
Bucke, Traubel, among others—chose to remain silent about Whitman’s
private life, for whatever reasons, there will always be large gaps in our
knowledge.

Still in Washington, early in 1873 Whitman suffered a stroke. Doyle and
Eldridge alternated as nurses, attending him day and night. Ellen O’Connor
came frequently with food. About the same time, Jeff’s wife, Martha, be-
came ill and died of cancer in February. Whitman’s mother now lived in
Camden, New Jersey, with George and his wife, Louisa, but not contentedly.
Mrs. Whitman had difficulty surrendering her independence and admitting
to the toll of the years. Walt wrote to her vaguely about having her live with
him in Washington, although how he was to manage in his paralyzed state he
never said. Suddenly the mother became ill, and Walt hurried to Camden.
She died on May 23, 1873. Her “last lines” were: “farewell my beloved sons
farewell i have lived beyond all comfort in this world dont mourn for me
my beloved sons and daughters farewell my dear beloved Walter.”2

Whitman returned to Washington, but, recognizing his physical condi-
tion—the continuing paralysis in the left arm and leg—as well as the for-
midable problems of living alone, dependent upon his friends, he decided to
live with George and Louisa in Camden.

To John Burroughs’

New York, September 10, 1866
My dear friend,

My book* has been delayed among the printers—but I shall stay till it is
all printed—it is a little over half done, & they promise that it shall be done,
or mainly so, this week. If convenient, send me a draft for the $100. If prac-
ticable send a draft payable to me, at Atlantic National Bank, of Brooklyn,
New York. Write me a note separate, also. Direct to me at 279 East 55th
street, New York City.

The book is going to suit me pretty well—it will make a volume of
500 pages, size & style & type, &c fully equal to Drum Taps. I shall feel
glad enough when it is completed—I have a constant struggle with the
printers—They are good fellows & willing enough—but it seems impossible
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to prevent them making lots of ridiculous errors—it is my constant dread
that the book will be disfigured in that way—though we have got along
pretty well thus far— . . .

I have been well & hearty. My mother is pretty well for an old woman of
72—John, I hope this will find you, & the wife too, in good health. T send
you both my love. The weather is perfect here, & if it wasn’t for the worri-
ment of the book, I should be as happy as a clam at high water, as they say
down on old Long Island.

Wal.

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Alfred Pratt, a soldier

Washington, September 27, 1866
Dear boy, & comrade,

I am not only alive, but as well & hearty as ever I was—& more than that,
I often think about you, Alfred, & retain the same friendship that we formed
when I used to sit down on your bed when you was so low in the hospital. If
I hadn’t got your letter of 23d, I should likely have written to you very soon,
of my own accord, for I thought about you the last few weeks in particular.
I have been home in Brooklyn the last two months, to see my mother, & pay
a visit to New York, &c. and I only returned day before yesterday. I am still
employed in this Department, shall probably remain here through the winter,
(although nothing is certain now-days)—Washington is rather dull—no
more soldiers around like there used to be—no more patrols marching
around the streets—no more great racks of hospitals—I get along well
enough in this city in pleasant weather, when one can go around, but it’s
rough in bad weather.

Al T got the picture, dear boy, & I have it yet, & take good care of it, &
take a good look at it every now & then—I think it is a good likeness. It is
now a year ago since you sent it—you spoke in that letter of your parents—
You must give my love to them, & if it should be practicable I should like
much to make them a call—but yet it does not seem likely as things are at
present. But I wonder whether we shall ever come together again, you & I,
my loving soldier boy. O how much comfort it would be to me, if things
were so that we could have each other’s society—for I think so much of such
things.
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I am writing this at my table by a big window in the Office, where I
can look out & see the Potomac away down to Alexandria, & across all
up & down Arlington Heights, & near at hand the grounds south of the
President’s House—it is a splendid day to-day, bright & clear & just cool
enough—& I feel in good health—& all the better on account of your letter
arriving. Well I must draw to a close.

I hope, dear comrade, you are trying to be an honorable & upright young
man, for that is more than the greatest worldly prosperity, or learning either.

I send you my love, & must now bid you farewell for present, dear sol-
dier boy.

Walt Whitman

Ms: Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress

To Anson Ryder, Jr., a soldier

Washington, December 14, 1866
Dear boy & comrade,

I rec’d your letter of the gth—& am real glad to hear from you, & that you
are well & in good spirits, as appears by your letter. You speak how much
you would like to see me, & we could be together a while. I too, dear friend,
would be so glad if we were near each other where we could have each
other’s company often.

I am still working here in the same office—We have lately a new Attorney
General’—One of the first things he did was to promote me!—Sensible
man, wasn't he’—May the Lord reward him. I have been absent on leave
the past summer two months—went to New York—spent most of the time
with my mother, in Brooklyn—1I have been well since I last wrote to you,
mostly—only the last six weeks have had rather a bad time with neuralgia—
but am getting over it.

Things with friend Hiram Frazee have gone pootly. He went from Hare-
wood hospital here, to Brooklyn, to the City Hospital there—he had a ter-
rific operation there that nearly cost him his life, & after all did no good—it
was a pay hospital, & his stay in it cost him $300—The last I heard of Frazee
was about two months ago—he was then home—his address is Hiram W.
Frazee, Camden, Oneida Co. New York—he wrote me, & said he was as
comfortable as one in his condition could be—he spoke about you in his
letter, & wanted much to know about you— . . .

Dear Comrade, you don’t give me the particulars what you are doing, &c.
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you must, when you write again—you speak of not being overburdened
with green backs, & profits &c.—Well, boy, one can bear that, if one only
keeps hearty & fat & in good spirits, as I guess you are.

Well, I keep about as stout as ever, and my face red & great beard just the
same as when I used to see you—1I eat my rations every time, too—I am
writing this in the office by a big window with a splendid view of the Poto-
mac & Arlington Heights—Well I find I must close—I send my love to you,
darling boy, & I want you always to keep me posted wherever you go, dear
Comrade.

Walt Whitman

Ms: Gay Wilson Allen Collection, Duke University

To his mother

Washington, December 24, 1866
Dearest mother,

I got Jeff’s letter sending the money toward the soldiers” dinner—it was
more than I asked for, & was very good of them all®*—1I have not had any
trouble myself, worth mentioning—the dinner has been got up at my in-
stigation—I have contributed handsomely—but they, (the Hospital stew-
ard, &c.) have done the work.

Mother, I sent Han a handsome little volume of “Florence Percy’s
Poems,”” & $5 for a Christmas present. Sent it to-day. Poor Han—1I sup-
pose every such thing does her so much good—

Don’t you believe that fool Heyde lately wrote a long letter to Mr. Ray-
mond,® editor of the N. Y. Times—in it he said “Walt was a good fellow
enough—but”—& then he went on to run down Leaves of Grass, like the
rest of "em—

The way I know is, Wm. O’Connor was invited by Raymond to come &
see him—& he told O’Connor he had received a number of letters about
that piece in the Times of Dec. 2, which I sent you. He said they all praised
the piece, & thanked him (Raymond) for printing it, except one he got from
a fellow in Vermont who called himself Walt Whitman’s relation—a brother
in law, he believed—quite a good deal of stuff. Raymond seemed to think
the man was either crazy or a fool, & he treated the letter with contempt.

I dont want you to write any thing about it, to Han, of course—only if she
was here, we would tell her. The puppy thought I suppose that he could get
his letter printed, & injure me & my book.
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We are likely to have a pleasant day for Christmas—when I next write I
will tell you about the dinner—I must inform you that I have had a present
of a beautiful knife, a real Rogers’ steel, to-day from the Attorney General—
Mother, $2 is for Nance—you can give it to her in money, or any way
you like—

Well, dear mother, this is Christmas eve, & I am writing it in the office by
gas light, so as it will be ready to go to-morrow— I have not heard since
from Mrs. [Edward B.] Grayson. Good night, mother dear.

Walt.

Ms: Barrett Collection, University of Virginia

To his mother

Washington, April 16, 1867
Dearest mother,

I rec’d your letter last week a couple of hours after I sent mine. I have
written to Hannah. Well, mother, we have had a spell of warm weather
here—& last night & this morning we are having quite a rain—1I can see the
difference this morning already—the grass & trees are beginning to look
green—they have made a large flower garden right in front of my window at
the office. . . .

I went to a concert last night—Brignoli & Parepa®—nothing very great—

There is nothing new at the office—I went up to the Supreme Court last
Friday, & heard the Attorney General Mr. Stanbery make quite a great
speech—he is a good speaker—you would have liked it.

I was down at the hospital Sunday—there was one poor young man, a
Maryland boy, very bad from delirium tremens—(such cases are getting
quite common)—this young man saw such sights & terrible things, he took
it into his head that the Almighty was in a rage, & punishing him—& he just
got on his knees, & remained so for over 12 hours, praying away for mercy—
so the wardmaster told me—I sat by him some time—he told me, “they”
went away while I was with him—he said he could hear “them,” a good
ways off—but they wouldn’t come near him while I was there—he got into
quite a little nap while I remained—you know if the delirium tremens pa-
tients can only get a few hours good sleep the worst is over—they are ra-
tional on most things—One of these men, in the hospital, had an idea there
was a great cat gnawing at his arm, & eating it—he had this idea for days &
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days, & of course suffered awfully—One of the watchmen of the Treasury,
(formerly a Captain in the army, in an Ohio reg’t,) is there in the hospital,
with delirium tremens—So you see what troubles there are in the world, of
one kind & another—

We are quite busy at the office—have a good many people coming—so it
is quite lively—We had a clerk here, who was a great nuisance to every body,
a young sprig of a Virginian—he has cleared out, forced to resign—we
are all very glad—it makes a great relief—all the rest of us get along like
brothers—I like them all, & they like me.

Walt

Ms: Trent Collection, Duke University

To Ellen M. O’Connor

Brooklyn, September 21, 1867
My dear friend,

As you see by the date, &c. I am home, on a visit to my mother & the rest.
Mother is about as well as usual—has occasionally some trouble with rheu-
matism, but is cheerful & keeps up amazingly. We speak of you every day, &
I have to give minute particulars of you, William, little Jenny, & all. My
brother George is very well, looks hearty & brown as ever—much like he
used to, only more serious—Jeff is at St. Louis, on the Water Works. Martha
& the little girls are well—they are here in Brooklyn, occupying temporary
apartments.

I am well as usual, & go daily around New York & Brooklyn yet with in-
terest, of course—but I find the places & crowds & excitements—Broadway,
&c—have not the zest of former times—they have done their work, & now
they are to me as a tale that is told—Only the majestic & moving river &
rapid sea-water scenery & life about the islands, N. Y. and Brooklyn, tower
into larger proportions than ever. I doubt if the world elsewhere has their
equal, or could have, to me—The waters about New York & west end of
Long-Island are real sea-waters, & are ever-rolling & rushing in or out—
never placid, never calm—surely they please this uneasy spirit, Me, that
ebbs & flows too all the while, yet gets nowhere, & amounts to nothing—

I am trying to write a piece, to be called Demzocracy, for the leading article
in the December or January number of the Galaxy—in some sort a counter-
blast or rejoinder to Carlyle’s late piece, Shooting Niagara, which you must
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have read, or at least heard about. Mr. Church strongly wishes it written.
Mother & Martha send love, & I also, most truly—I shall probably return to
Washington last of the week.

Walt.

Ms: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To Moncure D. Conway

Washington, November 1, 1867
Dear friend,

My feeling and attitude about a volume of selections from my Leaves by
Mr. Rosetti, for London publication, are simply passive ones—yet with de-
cided satisfaction that if the job is to be done, it is to be by such hands.
Perhaps, too, “good-natured,” as you advise—certainly not ill-natured. I wish
Mr. Rosetti to know that I appreciate his appreciation, realize his delicacy &
honor, & warmly thank him for his literary friendliness.

I have no objection to his substituting other words—leaving it all to his
own tact, &c.—for “onanist,” “father-stuff” &c. Briefly, I hereby empower
him, (since that seems to be the pivotal affair, & since he has the kindness to
shape his action so much by my wishes—& since, indeed, the sovereignty of
the responsibility is not at all mine in the case,)—to make verbal changes of
that sort, wherever, for reasons sufficient to him, he decides that they are
indispensable. I would add that it is a question with me whether the intro-
ductory essay or prose preface to the first edition is worth printing.

“Calamus” is a common word here. It is the very large & aromatic grass,
or rush, growing about water-ponds in the valleys—spears about three feet
high—often called “sweet flag”—grows all over the Northern and Middle
States—(see Webster’s Large Dictionary—Calamus—definition 2). The re-
cherché or ethereal sense of the term, as used in my book, arises probably
from the actual Calamus presenting the biggest & hardiest kind of spears of
grass—and their fresh, aquatic, pungent bouquet.

I write this to catch to-morrow’s steamer from New York. It is almost cer-
tain I shall think of other things—moving me to write you further in a week
or so.

Walt Whitman
Ms: Formerly in Robert H. Taylor Collection
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To Moncure D. Conway

Washington, about November 10, 1867
My dear Conway: !

Mr. Whitman has shown me your letter of October 12, with news of Mr.
Hotten’s proposed London print of Leaves of Grass or selection therfrom,
edited by Mr. Rosetti, with an Introductory Essay or preface, by Mr. R.

Now, in view of the latter, if I may take the liberty, I wish to speak of two
or three points, or rather, enforce them—for no doubt they will, to a certain
extent, have occurred to Mr. Rosetti. But as I have made Leaves of Grass &
their author my study for the last seven years, & have had some fortuitous
advantages, perhaps Mr. Rosetti would not consider it intrusive in me, that I
send this letter, which I wish you to hand him.

Considering the attitude of the public, and their average calibre, and
also considering the general bearing of most of the criticisms on Mr. Whit-
man’s poetry, I would suggest the expediency, in any forthcoming, friendly
examination of his genius & writings, of dwelling pretty strongly on the fol-
lowing points, & making them unmistakably appear:

1st—That personally the author of Leaves of Grass is in no sense or sort
whatever the “rough,” the “eccentric,” “vagabond” or queer person, that
the commentators, (always bound for the intensest possible sensational
statement,) persist in making him. He has moved, & moves still, along the
path of his life’s happenings & fortunes, as they befall or have befallen him,
with entire serenity & decorum, never defiant even to the conventions, al-
ways bodily sweet & fresh, dressed plainly & cleanly, a gait & demeanor of
antique simplicity, cheerful & smiling, performing carefully all his domestic,
social, & municipal obligations, his demonstrative nature toned very low,
but eloquent enough of eye, posture, & expression, though using only mod-
erate words; and offering to the world, in himself, an American Personality,
& real Democratic Presence, that not only the best old Hindu, Greek, and
Roman worthies would at once have responded to, but which the most cul-
tured European, from court or academy, would likewise, on meeting to-day,
see & own without demur. All really refined persons, and the women more
than the men, take to Walt Whitman. The most delicate & even conven-
tional lady only needs to know him to love him.

2. Critically, a significant, if not the most significant, fact about Leaves of
Grass, is, that the genesis & fashioning of them have evidently not been for
literary purposes, merely or mainly. Neither in mass nor detail have their
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pages been tried by the sine gua non of current literary or esthetic standards.
Instead of that, the Book is the product of the largest universal law & play of
things, & of that sense of kosmical beauty, of which even literature is but a
fraction. This is probably the clue to the explanation of the puzzle of the
widely-vexatious formal & esthetic argument involved in Leaves of Grass.

3. The idea, however, which is this man’s highest contribution, and which,
compared even with the vastness of Biblical & Homeric poetry, still looms
& towers—as, athwart his fellow-giants of the Himalayas, the dim head
of Kunchainjunga rises over the rest—is the idea of Totality, of the All-
successful, final certainties of each individual man, as well as of the world he
inhabits. Joyousness, out of such sure ultimate happiness & triumph, rings
throughout his verse. He holds the solution of each & every problem—the
spell, giving full satisfaction; and his talisman is Ensemble. This is the word
that epitomises the philosophy of Walt Whitman. Add the word modern-
ness, & you begin to unlock Leaves of Grass.

These are the points, my dear Conway, that I wish, through you, to submit
to Mr. Rosetti. I have mentioned to Mr. Whitman my intention of writing
him, & he, W., has made no objection. I would add, for myself, for Mr.
Rosetti, that I hope he will not be deterred from giving fullest swing to what
I am sure I have discovered in him, namely, an intuitional admiration & ap-
preciation of our Poet, by the ostensibly timid attitude held at present by the
critical & reading world toward Leaves of Grass—but hope he will strike at
that loftier, honestly enthusiastic range of minds & readers, which, perhaps
by the time Mr. Hotten’s volume gets well in the hands of the public, will
prove the genuine audience Mr. Whitman is certain of.

Again asking pardon of Mr. Rosetti for perhaps intruding these sugges-
tions—yet placing them in any & every respect at his service should they be
so fortunate as to strike him favorably—I remain &c &c
DRAFT LETTER: Berg Collection, New York Public Library

To William M. Rossetti

Woashington, November 22, 1867
My dear Mr. Rosetti:

I suppose Mr. Conway has received, & you have read, the letter I sent
over about three weeks since, assenting to the substitution of other words,
&c. as proposed by you, in your reprint of my book, or selections therefrom.

I suppose the reprint intends to avoid any expressed or implied character
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of being an expurgated edition. I hope it will simply assume the form &
name of a selection from the various editions of my pieces printed here.
I suggest, in the interest of that view, whether the adjoining might not be a
good form of Title page:

WALT WHITMAN’S

POEMS

Selected from the American
Editions

By Wm. M. Rosetti.

I wish particularly not only that the little figures numbering the stanzas,
but also that the larger figures dividing the pieces into separate passages or
sections be carefully followed & preserved, as in copy.

When I have my next edition brought out here, I shall change the title of
the piece “When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,” to President Lincoln’s
Funeral Hymn. You are at liberty to take the latter name, or the old one, at
your option, (that is, if you include the piece.)

It is quite certain that I shall add to my next edition (carrying out my plan
from the first,) a brief cluster of pieces, born of thoughts on the deep themes
of Death & Immortality.

Allow me to send you an article I have written on “Democracy”’—a hasty
charcoal-sketch of a piece, but indicative, to any one interested in Leaves of
Grass, as of the audience the book supposes, & in whose interest it is made.
I shall probably send it next mail.
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Allow me also to send you (as the ocean-postage law is now so easy,) a copy
of Mr. Burroughs’s Notes,"” & some papers. They go same mail with this.

And now, my dear sir, you must just make what use—or no use at all—of
any thing I suggest or send—as your occasions call for. Very likely some of
my suggestions have been anticipated.

I remain, believe me, with friendliest feelings & wishes,

Walt Whitman.
Ms: Formerly in Robert H. Taylor Collection

To William M. Rossetti

Washington, December 3, 1867
My dear Mr. Rossetti:

I have just received, & have considered your letter of November 17. In
order that there be the frankest understanding with respect to my position, I
hasten to write you that the authorization in my letter of November 1st to
Mr. Conway, for you, to make verbal alterations, substitute words, &c. was
meant to be construed as an answer to the case presented in Mr. Conway’s
letter of October 12. Mr. Conway stated the case of a volume of selections in
which it had been decided that the poems reprinted in London should ap-
pear verbatim, & asking my authority to change certain words in the Preface
to first edition of poems, &c."

I will be candid with you, & say I had not the slightest idea of applying my
authorization to a reprint of the full volume of my poems. As such a volume
was not proposed, & as your courteous & honorable course & attitude
called & call for no niggardly or hesitating response from me, I penned that
authorization, & did not feel to set limits to it. But abstractly & standing
alone, & not read in connection with Mr. C’s letter of October 12, I see now
it is far too loose, & needs distinct guarding.

I cannot & will not consent of my own volition, to countenance an expur-
gated edition of my pieces. I have steadily refused to do so under seductive
offers, here in my own country, & must not do so in another country.

I feel it due to myself to write you explicitly thus, my dear Mr. Rossetti,
though it may seem harsh & perhaps ungenerous. Yet I rely on you to absolve
me, sooner or later. Could you see Mr. Conway’s letter of October 12, you
would, I think, more fully comprehend the integrity of my explanation.

I have to add that the points made in that letter in relation to the pro-
posed reprint, as originally designed, exactly correspond with those, on the
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same subject, in your own late letter—& that the kind & appreciative tone
of both letters is in the highest degree gratifying, & is most cordially & affec-
tionately responded to by me—& that the fault of sending so loose an au-
thorization has surely been, to a large degree, my own.

And now, my friend, having set myself right on that matter, I proceed to
say, on the other hand, for you, & for Mr. Hotten, that if, before the arrival
of this letter, you have practically invested in, & accomplished, or partially
accomplished, any plan, even contrary to this letter, I do not expect you to
abandon it, at loss of outlay, &c. but shall bona fide consider you blameless if
you let it go on, & be carried out, as you may have arranged. It is the ques-
tion of the authorization of an expurgated edition proceeding from me, that
deepest engages me. The facts of the different ways, one way or another way,
in which the book may appear in England, out of influences not under the
shelter of my umbrage, are of much less importance to me. After making the
foregoing explanation, I shall, I think, accept kindly whatever happens. For
I feel, indeed know, that I am in the hands of a friend, & that my pieces will
receive that truest, brightest of light & perception coming from love. In that,
all other & lesser requisites become pale.

It would be better, in any Introduction, to make no allusion to me, as
authorizing, or not prohibiting, &c.

The whole affair is somewhat mixed—& I write offhand to catch to-
morrow’s New York steamer. But I guess you will pick out my meaning. Per-
haps, indeed, Mr. Hotten has preferred to go on after the original plan—
which, if so, saves all trouble.

I have to add that I only wish you could know how deeply the beautiful
personal tone & passages of your letter of November 17, have penetrated
and touched me. It is such things that go to our hearts, and reward us, &
make up for all else, for years. Permit me to offer you my friendship.

I sent you hence Nov. 23d a letter, through Mr. Conway. Also a copy of
Mr. Burroughs’s Notes, Mr. O’Connot’s pamphlet [ The Good Gray Poet], &
some papers containing criticisms on Leaves of Grass. Also, later, a prose
article of mine named Dernzocracy, in a magazine.

Let me know how the work goes on, what shape it takes, &c. Finally I
charge you to construe all I have written, through my declared & fervid real-
ization of your goodness toward me, nobleness of intention, &, I am fain to
hope, personal, as, surely, literary & moral sympathy & attachment. And so,
for the present, Farewell.

Walt Whitman.

Ms: Formerly in Robert H. Taylor Collection
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To Moncure D. Conway

Washington, February 17, 1868
My dear Conway,

Your letter of February 1st has just come to hand. I am willing that Mr.
Hotten should sell his English publication of my Poems in the United States,
on condition of paying me one shilling on every copy disposed of here—&
hereby give consent to that arrangement. Furthermore, to save trouble, I
hereby fully empower you to decide & act for me in any matters or proposi-
tions relating to the book, in England, should any such arise—& what you
agree to is agreed to by me. If convenient I should like Mr. Hotten to send
me two copies of the book, by mail, immediately. I should also consider it a
special favor if you would forward me from time to time any of the English
magazines or journals that might contain noteworthy criticisms of my poems.
But you must allow me to repay you the favor. . . .

Our American politics, as you notice, are in an unusually effervescent con-
dition—with perhaps (to the mere eye-observation from a distance) divers
alarming & deadly portending shows & signals. Yet we old stagers take
things very coolly, & count on coming out all right in due time. The Republi-
cans have exploited the negro too intensely, & there comes a reaction. But
that is going to be provided for. According to present appearances the good,
worthy, non-demonstrative, average-representing Grant will be chosen Presi-
dent next fall. What about him, then? As at present advised, I shall vote for
him non-demonstrative as he is—but admit I can tell much better about him
some five years hence.

I remain well & hearty—occupy the same quite agreeable & quiet berth
in the Attorney General’s office—and, at leisure, am writing a prose piece or
two, (which I will send you, when printed.)” . . .

I wish to send my sincerest thanks & personal regards to Mr. Rossetti. To
have had my book, & my cause, fall into his hands, in London, in the way
they have, I consider one of the greatest pieces of good fortune. . . .

I have not yet seen the February Fortnightly—nor the book William
Blake—but shall procure & read both. I feel prepared in advance to render
my cordial & admirant respect to Mr. Swinburne—& would be glad to have
him know that I thank him heartily for the mention which, I understand, he
has made of me in the Blake.

Indeed, my dear friend, I may here confess to you that to be accepted by
those young men of England, & so treated with highest courtesy & even
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honor, touches one deeply. In my own country, so far, from the organs, the
press, & from authoritative sources, I have received but one long tirade of
shallow impudence, mockery, & scurrilous jeers. Only since the English rec-
ognition have the skies here lighted up a little.

With remembrance & love to you, Rossetti, & all my good friends—I
write, for the present, Farewell.

Walt Whitman.

Ms: Columbia University

To his mother

Washington, June 6—8, 1868
Dearest Mother,

I rec’d your letter day before yesterday—& am sorry you are troubled
with rheumatism—it must be quite bad—Do you have any one to do the
rougher house-work? I hope you have. Mother, every thing is pretty much
the same with me—I remain very well, go around a good deal in the open
air—we have it pretty hot in the middle of the day, & dusty—but the nights
are beautiful—

I know the Mr. [Joseph M.] Simonson you saw at the post office—he has
been a sort of De<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>