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INTRODUCTION

In 1855, a Brooklyn-based, thirty-six-year-old carpenter and journalist, Walt Whitman, publishes a book that scandalizes critics because it is infused with a spirit of radical democracy. It is called Leaves of Grass. Whitman is inspired by a group out of New England in the 1830s. They are abolitionists, feminists, and free thinkers who advance a gospel of iconoclastic individualism. This group calls itself the Transcendental Club. In the first decade of the twentieth century, an immigrant from imperial Russia named Emma Goldman champions direct action. She is a revolutionary anarchist. Goldman inspires a group of intellectuals who call themselves Village bohemians. They assault middle-class sensibilities and endorse left-wing politics. In the 1920s, a group of Black writers aim to change the meaning of race and American identity. This is known as the Harlem Renaissance. In the 1940s, a poet from Paterson, New Jersey, named Allen Ginsberg wants to transform the denigrated into the sublime, his downtrodden friends into angels. They are called the Beat Generation. In the 1960s, Ginsberg becomes a hero for the new student movements who are fed up with war and capitalism. They call themselves hippies. One of Ginsberg’s friends from his time in Greenwich Village in the late 1950s is a Black playwright named Amiri Baraka. Baraka is less interested in personal liberation than in Black liberation. In the 1960s, Baraka is at the vanguard of a Black avant-garde that calls itself the Black Arts Movement. In the 1970s, a youth culture bearing witness to the destruction of racism, gentrification, and economic devastation in America is born in the South Bronx. It is known as the hip-hop generation.

American history is filled with these nonconformists. Outsiders who agitate against what’s mainstream. Utopians who imagine unimaginable worlds. As these critics resist the world in which they live, they also advance new ways of feeling, of thinking, of acting. They do this through the art they make, through the words they utter, through the lives they live, and through the politics they make. This book tells their story. This is the story of the American counterculture.

Countercultural movements have been with us from the beginning. In attacking common sense about the meaning of justice, the ancient philosopher Socrates (470–399 BCE), moved around the Athenian city square and asked probing questions for which there were no answers. Jesus preached individual salvation among Jews who deferred to the law of scripture. Religious mystics—Sufis, Zen practitioners, and Kabbalists—were also countercultural in their time. So too were eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophers—John Locke, Voltaire, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau—who argued for natural law, tolerance, and human dignity.

A counterculture is any cultural movement whose values counter the mainstream norms of their society. All countercultures exist insofar as they resist the culture of which they are part. At the same time, countercultures are movements driven by ideas about how to live differently. They have their own worldviews. Countercultures try to live according to their philosophy and create their own rules on what this might mean.

Central to any counterculture is freedom. Freedom is a well-known idea in the modern world. The twentieth-century political philosopher Isaiah Berlin categorized two distinct meanings of freedom. First, there is negative freedom. Negative freedom means an individual is free to do what they want as long as it doesn’t harm others. They can be treated equally under the law. They can participate in the political process. Second, there is positive freedom. Positive freedom means that one can exercise their sense of the good in ways that are reasoned and deliberate. Negative freedom is freedom “from something,” while positive freedom is freedom “to something.” To have negative freedom, you need to be protected from encroachments by the state; to have positive freedom, the state ought to provide you basic socioeconomic resources to make good choices.1

The counterculture has, at various times, embraced both definitions of freedom. Yet, it is less interested in settling the debate about what freedom is. It is instead preoccupied with exercising a particular kind of freedom: revolutionary freedom. Revolutionary freedom means acting without regard for, and often in diametrical opposition to, social convention. Revolutionary freedom is about radical personal expression. It is about loving who you want, making what you need, and dreaming in whichever way you find necessary. When you have revolutionary freedom, you can explore your desires fully. Revolutionary freedom is never purely individualistic. It entails a social consciousnesses. When taken to its logical end, revolutionary freedom demands that one is actively committed to abolishing economic, political, and social systems of domination that contribute to human misery.

Revolutionary freedom can be realized in many ways. Through art, one’s lifestyle, or philosophy. It can be seen in architecture, in political institutions, on canvases, in books, or in music. Revolutionary freedom can exist in the heart or in the mind, but it requires a community. To nourish your dreams and validate your behaviors, you must be surrounded by friends who provide you sustenance.

Community, in this way, insulates the counterculture from those who would like to tear it asunder. Because countercultures are, by definition, marginal, which is to say, they exist on the fringes, they are often under threat. This threat can come from the state, from the majority opinion, or from elites. Socrates, for instance, was executed by Athens for corrupting the youth. Religious mystics have always been persecuted wherever they’ve lived. Neither the church nor the monarchy was pleased with the seventeenth-century Enlightenment. Hippies were denounced both by antiwar activists and by upstanding middle-class suburbanites.

Critics have always tried to squash the counterculture, but one of the most effective ways they have tried to tame the rebellious energy of the counterculture is to make it their own. Think the Coca-Cola company using hippie images of peace and love to sell its bubbly soft drink. The clothing company GAP using photos of hipsters to sell denim. Corporate America using Zen mindfulness to improve workers’ productivity. Hip-hop being used to sell luxury brands and fast cars. The list is far too long to enumerate here. But the point is clear: The counterculture can be profitable for the mainstream. It can be serviceable for the culture. Over time, it becomes the culture.

Threats to the counterculture don’t only come from the mainstream. They emerge from within. Petty personal feuds between members can be as damaging as major philosophical debates about what a counterculture stands for. Tensions over whether the counterculture has sold out its principles can be as bad as falling too deep into, and getting lost in, the counterculture. “Turning on, tuning in, and dropping out” sounds nice. But it can get ugly. To alter your life, and change your mind, you might have to go all-in. This is why, throughout history, violence, excess, and abuse of power have been with the counterculture. So too have demagogues, false prophets, and hustlers.

Countercultures aren’t static or ahistorical. They rise and fall. They change and disappear. But countercultures have always drawn people in. That is because every counterculture is something of a utopia: it offers its followers the prospect that, even if the world outside might be corrupt and misshapen, a new world can flourish here and now. This is a major reason why countercultures are often made up of young people (or, at least, those who identify with youth). Not surprisingly, the counterculture has always had special appeal for dreamers, for rebels, for dissenters, for iconoclasts. Everyone who is unsatisfied with what is and wants to prove that another world is possible. The counterculture makes the margins real. It makes authenticity matter. It makes the impossible tangible.
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Every counterculture begins in a particular place and time, even if it doesn’t always stay there. The focus of this book is the US counterculture. America was founded in the ideology—and I stress the term ideology, because it was never real to begin with—of a “New World,” a fresh start, even if it was explicitly contradicted from the start (through the continued existence of slavery, racism, genocide, sexism, homophobia, classism, empire, war-making). For this reason, America has attracted more than its fair share of dissenters.

One might think there are many accounts of the US counterculture. There aren’t. Most histories of the US counterculture are as narrow in their scope as they are tired in their claims. Part of this has to with how the term itself came to be defined. The word counterculture was first popularized by the historian Theodore Roszak in his seminal 1969 book, The Making of a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and Its Youthful Opposition.2

Roszak took the youth movements of 1960s as the preeminent example of US counterculture. One hundred thousand hippies in tie-dye shirts dancing to the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Airplane in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood during the Summer of Love in 1967, saying things like “far out” and “groovy.” College kids in coffee shops reading Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Hipsters tripping on LSD and reciting sections of William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch with Bob Dylan blasting in the background. These kids partied hard. And died young. Eventually, they packed their bags up in the Haight-Ashbury. By the late 1970s, they sold out their radical lifestyles to become upstanding middle-class men and women. By the 1980s, they became stockbrokers, advertising executives, and corporate suits.

This story is far too simplistic. Yes, the hippies in the 1960s were a major counterculture in America, but they weren’t the only one. Among the major US countercultures, there were also the New England transcendentalists, utopian socialists, and New York bohemians in the nineteenth century. There were the anarchists and Village bohemians of the 1910s; there was the Harlem Renaissance in the 1930s and the Beat Generation of the 1950s. There were also the Black Arts Movement in the 1970s and Black feminism and hip-hop in the 1980s.

Telling the story of US counterculture in this way, to encompass its breadth and scope, overturns a major misconception—that US counterculture has been white and middle-class. The counterculture has always been diverse, multicultural, and multiracial. And it’s been a direct product of encounters between different groups. Without Village bohemians in the 1910s, you wouldn’t have the Harlem Renaissance. Without the Harlem Renaissance, it’s hard to speak of the Beats. Hip-hop makes no sense without nineteenth-century transcendentalism. The Black Arts Movement inspires graffiti culture. Once we appreciate the US counterculture in its complexity, we can better appreciate why it mattered, what it meant, and what lessons we might learn from it today.
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This book is not an exhaustive study. Instead, through a survey of the major countercultural movements throughout US history, it explores the following questions: What did US counterculture stand for? What made someone want to participate in it? How did the US counterculture do so much with so little, and yet so profoundly change the world? Why did its bright flame quickly burn out? Was it destined to flare only in brief historic moments? What does it mean to take seriously the counterculture’s injunction that life should be turned into art, and to politicize art?

Much of what we wear, how we walk, talk, argue, what’s hip, and what’s cool is only because of the counterculture. Now it may be mainstream, but there’s a reason why it once wasn’t. Why was the counterculture once radical—and what made it so unpalatable to the powerful?

From the beginning the counterculture wanted to change the world. For this reason, an overarching concern of this book is to assess the counterculture’s politics. According to the classic definition of the political scientist Harold Lasswell, in his 1936 book of the same title, politics is about “who gets what, when, how.”3 Politics is thus about power—it is about the struggle over resources, who gets to have them and how they will get them. To examine the politics of the counterculture is to consider two things. First, how did the counterculture seek to affect political institutions? How did the counterculture shape congressional legislation, executive power, and US courts? Second, how did the counterculture seek to change core ideas in America? What image of freedom, peace, equality, or justice did it put forth? How did it challenge prevailing accounts of gender, race, and sexuality?
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American counterculture has always had a specific texture. A range of sights, smells, tastes, sounds, and feelings. The counterculture exists in specific places—in parks, cafés, university classrooms, community centers, schools, jazz clubs, dive bars, recording studios, and art galleries. It’s true that the counterculture knows no geographic bounds. But major cities are part of the story—San Francisco, Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, Boston, Newark, Paris, London, Buenos Aires, Cape Town, Tokyo.

No city has arguably had as much of an impact on the development of the US counterculture as New York. In the nineteenth century, the cosmopolitan metropolis was on its way to becoming what it has now been for over two hundred years: an epicenter of youth rebellion.

The counterculture has been at the forefront of every major socioeconomic upheaval in American history: from early debates over slavery, which gave way to heated arguments about immigration from Europe and Black migration from the South to the North and Midwest, a consequence of the epidemic of lynching and Jim Crow; to unfettered capitalism caused by the Great Depression in the 1930s; to the hyper-segregation that led to urban uprisings in the 1960s. The counterculture was there to criticize Democrats in the 1980s, who had evolved into the party of civil rights but adopted a moderate position on socioeconomic equality. The counterculture denounced Republicans, who had become the party of big business and white grievance.

Good stories don’t have happy endings. Neither do the stories told in this book. Few of the figures in the counterculture were heroes. Most of them failed to live up to their lofty ideals. Many of their ideals failed to materialize in the world, and even if they did, their materialization didn’t look the way the counterculture had imagined. Some in the counterculture came to revolutionary freedom early, others late. Some expanded revolutionary freedom as fully as possible in their lives, their politics, and their art. Others, only briefly and haphazardly. Sometimes, their utopian aspirations were contradicted by, or coexisted alongside, inexcusable attitudes of racism, sexism, and homophobia. Sometimes, the counterculture’s optimism transformed into cynicism. Sometimes the counterculture achieved astounding political changes in a short amount of time. Sometimes these changes led to its collapse.

Yet the US counterculture still matters. In a world that is marked by hopelessness and catastrophe—climate disaster, ecological collapse, the threat of global war, the rise of the far right, racial and gender domination, queer- and transphobia, and economic inequality—the counterculture offers something profound. It gives a powerful glimpse of how another world might be possible.
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For many young people, the counterculture is their first encounter with politics. Before you know anything about political parties, or the history of social movements, you know something about counterculture. You may not know much about the intricacies of the legislative process or antidiscrimination law, but you’ve seen an abstract painting or listened to a hip-hop track, or read a poem from the Harlem Renaissance, or know something about Woodstock and the Summer of Love. When you first encounter the counterculture, it shocks you, because it gives you the raw emotional material and language to feel something intense about political injustice. You’re outraged by the system and experience solidarity with everyone oppressed by it. Once you experience the counterculture, you think that something could change. That life needn’t be the way it is.

This was my experience in the 1990s with counterculture when I was growing up in New York City. I was a newly arrived immigrant (I came to Brooklyn at the age of three, in 1989, as an asylum seeker and refugee with my parents, who were fleeing antisemitism in Ukraine, then a part of Soviet Russia). Subway graffiti on buildings gave me an early taste of youth rebellion, and hip-hop on the radio, a station called Hot 97, explained the legacy of white supremacy. Grunge and punk rock music playing on MTV registered opposition to the right-wing assault on reproductive rights and the bipartisan consensus on cutting welfare and slashing corporate taxes during the Bill Clinton and George W. Bush presidencies. When I first saw Jean-Michel Basquiat’s paintings, it reminded me of the alienation I felt walking through defunded streets and playing in decrepit city parks. Langston Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance, and Harlem itself, taught me about the magic of style and the power of language to name love.

In the mid-2000s, I first saw Amiri Baraka in person. Sporting a black beret and white goatee, he was reading from his latest poetry collection at a sparsely populated gathering in the West Village. Baraka’s poetry gave me the vocabulary to protest the US invasion of Iraq when I was a college student at Rutgers in New Brunswick, New Jersey. It was at Rutgers, the East Coast hub of the antiwar movement (Berkeley was the West Coast hub), where my professors introduced me to the Beats, Village bohemians, and anarchism.

The counterculture, at first, enabled me to better understand what was wrong; it was less effective at motivating me to act for what I thought was right. But something drew me to it. I couldn’t help but feel emboldened by the audacity of these young people—many of them, like me, in their early twenties—doing remarkable things. They grooved to their own rhythms. They found poetry in the rubble. They felt hope in dark times, in the dark. This resonated with me. I didn’t know why, how, or to what ends. Eventually, the counterculture opened me up to its real legacy: that of revolutionary freedom. The question now, as always, is what to do with it.






CHAPTER 1

I CONTAIN MULTITUDES

During the spring of 1855—as the flowers began to bloom after a devastating cold winter in the Northeast—a modestly dressed, six-foot-tall, thirty-six-year-old carpenter who had once been a polished, cane-flouting and jacket vest–sporting Democratic journalist, ambled from a small house on 71 Prince Street in Brooklyn, where he was staying with his parents and siblings. He was on his way to a local redbrick printing shop, run by brothers James and Andrew Rome. It was there he would eagerly watch their printing press stream out the pages of his first book of poetry. It was called Leaves of Grass.1 A total of eight hundred copies were printed of the volume. The author’s goal was to suit different audiences at various price points. Some copies had a green cloth jacket and were stamped in gold leaf at a cost of two dollars. Some had promotional material and were affordably priced at one dollar. A few copies were draped in pink or light-green wrappers around a good deal of promotional material. These went for seventy-five cents. The author of the collection, a bombastic man with pale-blue eyes, short hair, and a close-cropped beard, was named Walt Whitman.

Up until then, Walt Whitman had never published a poetry volume. But he wasn’t lacking in self-confidence as a critic of the American literary scene. “There is no great author,” he once claimed, speaking of his fellow Americans. “Every one has demeaned himself to some etiquette or impotence . . . . Poets here . . . are to rest on organic different bases from other continents.”2 America already had respectable published poets like Edgar Allan Poe and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, whose work was characterized by philosophical intensity and high-brow aesthetic formalism. Yet, according to Whitman, America needed poets like him—poets whose verse was epic in its breadth and megalomaniacal in its ambition; poets who, like him, said “Howdy” and “So long!,” who wore simple, homespun suits and bleached white linen-cotton shirts, who associated with horse-car conductors and railroad hands, who denounced conventional party politics, and who rallied against political elites. Above all, poets who venerated the common people.

Whitman’s grand ambition was to inaugurate a new season of national reconciliation, not by glossing over difference, but by embracing the multitudes, everything from the peasant to the shipfitter, the runaway slave to the itinerant cigar-maker, from the industrial North to the agrarian South, the maritime culture of the eastern seaboard to the libertarianism of the western frontier. Whitman wanted to make a new culture. America wasn’t interested. Economic inequality crushed that hope for many working Americans, who could barely pay their rent, let alone enjoy poetry. America had still not fully recovered from the financial panic of 1837, when a run on banks in major cities led to half of US banks collapsing, which led to unemployment skyrocketing. In New York City, the wealth gap was especially glaring. When he died in 1848, John Jacob Astor’s real estate empire was worth over $20 million, while the average New York family who lived below Canal Street could barely afford their three-dollar-a-month rent for a two-bedroom tenement apartment with a window, in which one of the cramped rooms combined as a kitchen, living room, and dining room. A tenement apartment with a window was a luxury. Over 29,000 newly arrived Irish and German immigrants, out of a total city resident population of 515,000, lived in poorly ventilated basement cellars with no sunlight.

In the nineteenth century, thirty-five million people moved from Europe to the US. New York City was the epicenter of this multicultural migration. As the city’s population increased, so too did its population density—from 94 persons per square acre in 1820 to 163 in 1850.3 Waste management was nonexistent because the city’s sewer system didn’t cover the poorer areas. Smallpox, typhoid, tuberculosis, and cholera flowed freely through the garbage, which lay uncollected in the streets. Whereas rich New Yorkers would spend their afternoons visiting hairdressers and their evenings lounging at oyster cellars, child sex workers haunted afternoon corners and petty thieves stalked the alleyways. In the background, through it all, pigs rooted for food, cows roamed unattended, and stray dogs barked late into the night. This cacophony mixed with the turning wheels of vendor carts, the bells of white-and-gold omnibuses, and the whips of horse-drawn carriages.4

In the 1850s, America’s two decades–long economic crisis was compounded by the crisis of white supremacy. On May 30, 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act became law, two months after the US Senate had passed it in a 37–14 vote at 5 a.m. in the morning. Charles Sumner, a Massachusetts antislavery senator who led the Radical Republicans, warned that the act, in repealing the long-standing Missouri Compromise of 1820 and allowing the newly created territories to enact popular sovereignty, would create “a dreary region of despotism, inhabited by masters and slaves.”5 The Kansas-Nebraska Act had compounded a problem that had been dire since the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, which, by allowing bounty hunters to pursue escaped slaves north of the Mason–Dixon line and return them to their enslavers, nationalized slavery. Kansas was now known as “bleeding Kansas,” having become a violent battleground between proslavery forces and abolitionists, known as Free Staters. Sickened by these developments, the usually reserved founder of the New England Anti-Slavery Society, William Lloyd Garrison, on a sweltering July 4, 1854, alongside hundreds assembled at Harmony Grove, sixteen miles outside of Boston, took out a match and burned a copy of the Fugitive Slave Act. Then Garrison took out a copy of the US Constitution and burned it as well, yelling, “So perish all compromises with tyranny!”6

Although Leaves of Grass was Walt Whitman’s scream of protest into the wilderness, it wasn’t accompanied by, or aimed to, burn the documents of state. To the contrary, it aimed to create a new language capable of uniting the nation. But Whitman’s nation-building project was nothing short of perplexing. National unity, he thought, would only be achieved through a kind of personal disunion, a revolution of the self. If Americans unmoored themselves from everything they held dear—by maintaining radical openness toward everything, by dissolving boundaries, by making the sacred profane, the profane sacred—then they would finally feel united, in their mutual vulnerability, their nakedness. From the opening lines of the collection’s first poem, “Song of Myself,” where Whitman declares, “I celebrate myself,” to where he says, “I am not an earth nor an adjunct of an earth, I am the mate and companion of people, all just as immortal and fathomless as myself; They do not know how immortal, but I know,” Whitman is making a religion out of individualism.7 The daring free verse, the orgiastic expression of love and orgasms of feeling, the unbridled love, the poetic speaker liberated from the masses, the masses glorified, builds toward Whitman’s idea that the individual is free to be an iconoclast beyond social conventions. The message of Leaves of Grass is radical: only if Americans become countercultural could they finally be free.

After receiving a mailed copy of the book directly from Whitman himself, the esteemed essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson responded with an enthusiastic letter. “I find it the most extraordinary piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed . . . . I greet you at the beginning of a great career.”8 The wider reading public didn’t share Emerson’s glowing assessment. The first copies of Leaves of Grass appeared on Independence Day, July 4, 1855, at Swayne’s bookstore in Brooklyn. Only a few copies sold. Within a week, many of them were removed from the store’s shelves. Few people read the first edition of Leaves. And those who did felt compelled to respond negatively. “Ridicule, disgust, horror and anger,” was what the book elicited from the critics who skimmed its pages. “Badly written, filthy, atheistical and utter reprehensible,” was how it was described.9
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The reason Leaves of Grass received such a harsh response from critics was because it put into poetic form the early nineteenth-century counterculture that assailed middle-class sensibilities—everything from marriage and love to decorum, community, sexuality, gender, and private property. Influenced by the insurrectionary spirit of the French Revolution of 1789, where popular power seemed within reach to the masses for the first time, and the earth-changing nature of the Industrial Revolution, the nineteenth century saw an unprecedented interest in utopianism.

Among the most famous examples was the commune known as New Harmony, Indiana, established in 1824. Its founder was the soft-spoken industrialist-turned-avid-socialist Robert Owen. “The members of any community may by degrees be trained to live without idleness, without poverty, without crime, and without punishment,” emphatically declared Owen, the son of a farmer’s daughter and fishmonger who was born poor in Newton, Wales, on May 14, 1771. “For each of these is the effect of error in the various systems prevalent throughout the world. They are all necessary consequences of ignorance. Train any population rationally, and they will be rational.”10

New Harmony was an example of a world without class distinction and gender inequality. It had around nine hundred members. Children went to a small daycare. Every Tuesday, there was a jovial community dance in the Hall of New Harmony. New Harmonites read Shakespeare and Byron. One member—the anarchist Josiah Warren—led a brass orchestra every Thursday.11 New Harmony residents called each other by their first names and walked around the gardens with arms interlocked. The “Constitution of the Community of Equality,” which guaranteed everyone over the age of twenty-one equal right to the land, was ratified by everyone.

Not the only intentional community at the time, New Harmony helped inspire an interracial community in 1825 called Nashoba, started by a Scottish feminist named Frances Wright. Wright’s 1825 manifesto was entitled A Plan for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery in the United States, Without Danger or Loss to the Citizens of the South. “Nashoba” was the Chickasaw name for the Wolf River that cut across the territory—640 acres near Memphis, Tennessee. Wright’s plan was to buy enslaved Africans from Southern planters and to relocate them there. By educating Black children in the same schools with white ones, she aimed to prove that inequality was a societally produced phenomenon and wouldn’t exist in a fair society.

Nineteenth-century utopia encompassed not only issues of class and race but love and marriage as well. The most well-known experiment of the time was the Oneida colony of New York started in 1848. Its founder was a shy, Vermont-born and Yale-trained preacher, John Humphrey Noyes, who had a strong messianic streak and whose philosophy was called perfectionism. “God has set me to cast up a highway across this chaos,” he wrote in 1837, “and I am gathering out the stones and grading the track as fast as possible.”12 Oneida only had a population of three hundred at its peak, but it became well known across the nation for its system of “complex marriages.” In these relationships, all men were husbands to all women, and all women were wives to all men. Sex was permitted if it was consensual, and, in a reversal of traditional gendered expectations, male sexual continence was encouraged.

Whether or not they could ever be a model for the entire nation, these nineteenth-century countercultural communities were attempts to radicalize Enlightenment liberalism beyond ideas of natural rights and representative democracy. They wanted to feel authentically. Realize their fantasies. Show the world that dreams could be real. They were looking for true believers. Walt Whitman was all-in.
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Walt Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, in rural West Hills, Long Island. He was one of eight children of Walter Whitman Sr. and Louisa Van Velsor Whitman. The patriarch of the family, Walter Whitman, was a moody man with a mean streak and was prone to heavy drinking. A woodworker and occasional farmer, as well as an entrepreneur wanting to cash in on the growing real estate market, Walter Whitman moved his family from West Hills to Brooklyn in 1823. Disappointment set in immediately. Walter’s business skills, it turned out, were no match for the cutthroat world of land speculation.

Walter Whitman had no financial acumen to share with his children, but he did pass on a fire for the era’s populist ideas. A champion of democratic populism—the idea that ordinary people could rule themselves—he named one son Thomas Jefferson Whitman and another Andrew Jackson Whitman. A self-proclaimed free thinker, Walter revered the English son of a Quaker, Thomas Paine, who in Common Sense (1776) employed his caustic wit in the service of calling out smug elites whose nice manners were betrayed by abominable choices. Walt Whitman felt estranged from his father but looked back fondly on his early home schooling. “I may perhaps be the only one living today,” he waxed poetically from his home in Camden, New Jersey, in 1888, “who can throw an authentic sidelight upon the radicalism of those post-Revolutionary decades.”13

Walt Whitman adored his mother, a dutiful homemaker and elegantly dressed woman with a biting sense of humor. But the woman who made the biggest impact on him intellectually was someone he only knew from afar—Frances Wright. Whitman devoured her book A Few Days in Athens (1822) and avidly read her paper, Free Inquirer, to which his father was a religious subscriber. After hearing Wright lecture in New York, Whitman said she was “more than beautiful; she was grand.”14

Though Whitman was a young romantic, the reality of working-class life made him settle for practical choices. Forced to leave school at the age of eleven in 1830 to support his family, suffering from financial difficulties, Whitman first worked as an office boy for two lawyers. Then he worked as an apprentice to Samuel E. Clements, the editor of the Democratic-leaning Long Island Patriot, and, after that, for Erastus Washington, a Brooklyn printer. Before long, Whitman discovered his wheelhouse was the written word.

By the 1840s, Whitman was making a career as a prolific journalist. He had written over twelve hundred pieces for the likes of the New World, Aurora, The Tattler, New Mirror, the New York Sunday Times, and the Brooklyn Eagle, where he addressed topics ranging from theater to immigration, feminism to parks, and tariffs to slavery. His best source material, however, would come from the streets. Between 1841 to 1845, among his favorite places to visit was Manhattan’s Bowery District, a hub of working-class nightlife that was littered with smoky dancehalls, cheap theaters, and colorful billiard rooms. After enveloping himself in the lovely bel canto style of Italian composers Gaetano Donizetti or Giuseppe Verdi at the Park Theater or the Astor Place Opera House, Whitman, on his way home, would chat with streetwise shipbuilders, overworked butchers, and drunk firemen. Along the way, he would mingle with nineteenth-century hipsters called b’hoys, whose trademark style was short, cropped hair and a stovepipe hat, and the b’ghals, who flaunted delicate parasols and donned vibrantly colored dresses.15 Some of these experiences made it into Whitman’s work, which is why literary critics at the time like Charles Eliot Norton called him and Leaves of Grass a blend of “New England Transcendentalist and New York Rowdy.”16

Ever since, this interpretation has become conventional wisdom. But Whitman came to transcendentalism late. It’s true that, at the age of twenty-three, he was mesmerized by Emerson, America’s best-known public intellectual, when he gave a series of six lectures in the first two weeks of March 1842, at the New York Society Library at Broadway and Leonard Street. Whitman would describe Emerson’s essay “The Poet” as “one of the richest and most beautiful compositions, both for its matter and its style.”17 But Whitman only immersed himself in Emerson’s work when he was living with his mother and working as a carpenter in Brooklyn in 1854. “I was simmering, simmering, simmering,” he remembered. “Emerson brought me to a boil.”18

Personality-wise, Emerson was the opposite of Whitman. A reserved man who always considered himself unworthy of his reputation no matter his towering achievements, Emerson was trained as a Unitarian minister.

[image: ]

It was only after the unexpected death of his nineteen-year-old wife from tuberculosis in 1831 that the twenty-eight-year-old Emerson experienced a revelation. Grieving so intensely, he couldn’t return to his flock of parishioners at the Second Church of Boston. Like many young people, Emerson went abroad to find himself. In 1832 he traveled to Europe, where he met the great poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Coleridge. After Emerson returned in 1835, settled in Concord, Massachusetts, and remarried, he became what we known him as today—the prophet of self-reliance.

“Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members,” Emerson wrote in his 1841 essay entitled “Self-Reliance,” which announced the philosophy of early American counterculture, “in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs. Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.”19

Self-reliance, in Emerson’s view, has nothing to do with rugged individualism. It is about cultivating moral character. On this point Emerson and Whitman agree. Unafraid to traffic in Platonic ideals of justice, beauty, and truth, nonconformity is a virtue that creates its own moorings upon which to stand. The crowd is to be distrusted not because it demands equality, but because it aims only to invest in perpetuating itself.

Although he himself lived a conventional middle-class life, Emerson was the great apostle of apostasy. This contradiction is what gave his position weight. Emerson, who epitomized a comfortable, stuffy middle-class existence, argued that individual freedom cannot be achieved while injustice continued to spread its ugly tentacles across the nation. “We ought never to lose sight of the truth that national offences are private offences carried out and represented at full length,” declared Emerson, because “every American is really responsible, in that proportion, to God and to men for the acts of government . . . . Let every man say then to himself—the cause of the Indian, it is mine; the cause of the slave, it is mine; the cause of the union, it is mine; the cause of public honesty, of education, of religion, they are mine.”20

Emerson shared his countercultural philosophy of individualism among his friends in New England—among the most well known were Nathaniel Hawthorne, Henry David Thoreau, Amos Bronson Alcott, and Margaret Fuller. They called themselves the Transcendental Club. Transcendentalists were biting in their attacks. The three pillars of nineteenth-century American political development—the growth of racial enslavement, the expansion of industrial capitalism, and the plague of war for the acquisition of territory—were not a sign of progress, but subject to searing critique. The Enlightenment social contract, which was meant to create an informal agreement between the rulers and the ruled, was what sponsored a system of haves and have-nots. “Whilst the rights of all persons are equal,” Emerson concluded in 1844, sounding more like his European contemporary Karl Marx than his countryman Thomas Jefferson, “their rights in property are very unequal. One man owns his clothes, and another owns a country . . . . Property demands a government framed on the ratio of owners and of owning.”21 “Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a true integrity day by day,” Thoreau proclaimed. “His labor would be depreciated in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember well his ignorance—which his growth requires—who has so often to use his knowledge?”22

Given this withering critique of the status quo, it should come as no surprise that transcendentalists were among the nineteenth century’s most outspoken abolitionists and proponents of women’s rights, free love, anarchism, and popular democracy. What is less well known, however, is that, at one point, some of Emerson’s truest believers sought to do what Emerson never explicitly endorsed, but what they believed was a logical outcome of his teaching: to make transcendentalism the basis for a new society.

Established in 1841, their communal experiment was called Brook Farm. It was modeled on the French socialist Charles Fourier’s Associationist “phalanx”—a type of intentional community that thousands of people across the country lived in during in the nineteenth century. Hidden in the lush green countryside of West Roxbury, Massachusetts, Brook Farm was started by Emerson’s friend, the Harvard-trained Unitarian minister George Ripley, and his wife, Sophia Ripley. Brook Farm would be “a reorganization of society itself, on those principles of love to God and love to men,” according to the transcendentalist magazine The Dial.23 It was established as a joint-stock company; the founding members brought $500 in shares, giving them lifelong membership and a 5 percent annual return. Those who didn’t have the money for this large investment would have to augment their contribution through work. Yet, everyone under ten and over seventy received housing.24 Boys worked in the fields and girls in the kitchen at a respectable hourly wage of ten cents. Children attended Brook Farm Academy, which was run by Sophia Ripley, who taught the Divine Comedy alongside language courses in Italian and German. Her pupils read the German philosophers Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schiller, and the newly released Charles Dickens novel Oliver Twist.25 The reclusive Emerson, sticking closely to the truism that he would never be part of a club that would have him as a member, only occasionally visited Brook Farm. The prickly Thoreau scoffed at it from afar, claiming, “I’d rather keep bachelor’s hall in hell than go to board in heaven.”26

Whitman never visited Brook Farm, but there were echoes of its spirit from 1858 to 1861, at a lager beer salon located at 647 Broadway, off Bleeker Street, where Whitman was a regular. The restaurant was called Pfaff’s. Founded by the Swiss-German Charles Ignatius Pfaff (and mostly frequented by German immigrants, unemployed doctors, and the occasional stagecoach driver), the saloon consisted of a small, cigar-filled room with a few old chairs. But Pfaff’s was the heart of a burgeoning scene of young pranksters, cynics, and critics. They called themselves bohemians.

The term bohemian was coined to describe Parisian artists who lived on the fringes of society. It had gained some cultural currency after French novelist Honoré de Balzac’s A Prince of Bohemia (1841), and, later, after Henri Murger’s much-discussed Scènes de la vie de boheme (1849), a collection of stories set in Paris’s Latin Quarter in the 1840s (the stories would also inspire Giacomo Puccini’s 1896 opera La bohème).27 A century before beatnik and hipster became derogatory labels for the young people who espoused existentialism, wore skinny jeans, and smoked dope, the New York Times called the New York bohemians at Pfaff’s in the late 1850s a “gipsy tribe” and referred to the venue as a nasty, dank cave, whose only redeeming quality was a remarkably long table.28

The physical structure of Pfaff’s saloon aimed to echo the feeling of being in the underground and on the margins. Pfaff’s was not for the claustrophobic. It had low ceilings, stone walls, and empty barrels stocked on top of one another. In spirit, Pfaff’s wasn’t for the easily scandalized. The most prominent figure to hold court there, called the “Prince of Bohemia,” was the gray-bearded, Massachusetts-born son of merchants by the name of Henry Clapp Jr. Clapp had once been a Sunday school teacher, but by the 1850s, the only god Clapp deified was himself, or, perhaps, Charles Fourier, whose The Social Destiny of Man he had just translated in English from the original French. Born in 1814, Clapp at this time was in his late forties, twice the age of many of the regulars at Pfaff’s: the actress Adah Isaacs Menken, the novelist Fitz-James O’Brien, and the poet N. G. Shepherd. What made critics describe Clapp as juvenile, and, well, annoying, was what made his followers mesmerized. Clapp was sarcastic, he liked to throw around puns indiscriminately, and he spoke over top of everyone.

The bohemian at Pfaff’s was a contrarian for her own sake. She glorified the hobo and celebrated the vagabond as a symbol of nonconformity, even though society uniformly denigrated both figures as loafers. The bohemian read Charles Dickens as a proto-anti-capitalist and thought Edgar Allan Poe’s stories foreboded a decline of Western civilization, a prospect which she embraced. “The Bohemian is a ‘Cosmopolite,’” wrote another regular at Pfaff’s, the essayist Ada Clare, “not, like the creature of society, a victim of rules and customs; he steps over them with an easy, graceful, joyous unconsciousnesses.”29

The cultural organ of what we might call the bohemian persuasion (worldview is too strong a word, since there was no philosophical system of which to speak) was a literary magazine founded by Clapp in 1858. It was called the Saturday Press. “We want no reforms, no institutions, no parties,” it announced. “We want a living principle as nature had, under which nothing can go wrong—this must be vital through the U.S.”30 Given such statements, it is apparent that bohemia’s politics were anything but coherent. Bohemians opposed slavery but were against abolition; they were against thieving capitalists but romanticized violent New York street gangs like the Dead Rabbits and Bowery Boys. Bohemians liked to protest almost as much as they enjoyed the fruits of their protest—Fitz-James O’Brien would picket the offices of Harper’s magazine after it refused to pay him a twenty-five-dollar advance for an article he had been commissioned to write. Then, after winning his battle, O’Brien would spend almost the whole sum on food and drink at an upscale New York restaurant called Delmonico’s.31

“My own greatest pleasure at Pfaff’s,” Whitman remembered, “was to look on—to see, talk little, absorb.”32 But he wasn’t a detached observer. Clapp’s Saturday Press was crucial for his literary fame. That was where Whitman began to burnish his image as America’s poet. For material appearing in the magazine that promoted the 1856 second edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman had used Emerson’s private endorsement of the book without his consent. (Emerson, for his part, was furious about being used in this way. Though the two men developed a cordial relationship, Emerson would often respond angrily whenever Whitman’s name was mentioned in his presence.) Emerson had too many scruples to be a co-conspirator in Whitman’s brazen marketing efforts; Henry Clapp had none. It was Clapp who introduced Whitman to his first major publisher, Thayer and Eldridge, an outfit out of Boston, which was looking to boost titles appealing to the expanding bohemian market. And it was with Clapp’s enthusiastic assistance that Whitman wrote anonymous positive reviews of Leaves in the Saturday Press and would go so far as to respond to fictional critiques of Leaves that were themselves anonymously written by Clapp.

Despite their best efforts to make Leaves a smash hit, the third edition suffered the same fate as the first two—it was met with little fanfare. Who cared about poetry? The country was at a boiling point. War seemed inevitable—abolitionist John Brown’s failed antislavery raid on Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, on October 16, 1859, his subsequent hanging on December 2, 1859, and the election of Republican Abraham Lincoln on November 6, 1860, all set the stage for Southern succession. The American reading public was uninterested in poetic experimentation. New York bohemians couldn’t find an audience. Clapp shuttered the Saturday Press in 1860.
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Walt Whitman first saw the newly inaugurated Abraham Lincoln passing through New York on February 19, 1861—just months before Confederate troops fired on Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861. He was impressed by the sight of the lanky, awkward Midwestern man, former Whig state senator from Illinois, wearing a stovepipe hat and deftly managing a crowd of thirty thousand. A crowd, it should be noted, that wasn’t entirely sympathetic to his politics. Lincoln won only 35 percent of the popular vote because many New Yorkers, like Whitman, were less interested in abolishing slavery than in maintaining a cordial economic relationship with the agrarian South.33

Like many Northerners, Whitman, for his part, opposed slavery. But no one would ever accuse him of being an abolitionist. An American patriot who prioritized stability above all else, he saw no point in abolitionist “ranting” or the movement’s “abominable fanaticism,” which he thought stood against “free thought” and “liberal sentiments.”34 But Whitman’s art betrayed his own views. His affiliation with the Boston-based Thayer and Eldridge after the 1860 publication of the third edition of Leaves put him, in the public imagination, squarely on the side against the Confederacy and alongside abolition. “There is an unkempt, uncouth poet of New York, or rather of Brooklyn,” wrote the New Orleans Sunday Delta, “whose name on earth, in common parlance, is Walt Whitman. The Cincinnati Commercial calls him the ‘Yahoo of American literature.’”35

It was only when things got more personal for Whitman, however, that he became a booster of the Union cause during the Civil War—that is, after his brother, George, joined the Fifty-First New York Volunteers and started sending Walt reports from the front lines. (George was one of the few in his battalion to survive, though he couldn’t shake the scars of battle, having traveled twenty thousand miles over four years across the human wreckage.) In January 1863, Whitman got directly involved too. He left his idyllic home in Brooklyn, his daily visits to Pfaff’s, his part-time carpentry work, and moved to Washington, DC. There he worked as a copyist in the office of the army paymaster, while living in a small room at 394 L Street, just below his two friends, Nelly and William Douglas O’Connor. The gig was a way for Whitman to support his real passion—to work as a nurse at the Armory Square Hospital and visit wounded soldiers. In two years, Whitman made six hundred visits and tended to one hundred thousand men. (This number is staggering, but a small fraction of the war’s toll. When the Civil War ended, it had claimed over six hundred thousand lives and four hundred thousand injuries.)

The Civil War ended on April 9, 1865, with General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, Virginia. Whitman’s initial elation was doused five days later on April 14, 1865, when Abraham Lincoln was assassinated by the well-known stage actor and Confederate sympathizer John Wilkes Booth, at Ford’s Theatre, as the president was attending Laura Keene’s performance of Our American Cousin. Whitman’s friend (and, according to biographers, his longtime lover) Peter Doyle was in attendance. Doyle relayed the news of how the cocky Booth, son of Whitman’s favorite actor, Junius Brutus Booth, walked behind Lincoln, seated in his private box, and fired a single shot from his .44-caliber derringer pistol. This, before rushing the stage and shouting, “Sic semper tyrranis! (Thus always to tyrants!)” Whitman was as stunned as he was devastated (he had come to support Lincoln and would tip his hat to the president whenever he saw him around Washington during the war years). At the same time, Whitman recognized that Lincoln’s death was a springboard for the feeling of national unity that his own work had tried to, thus far unsuccessfully, occasion. “There is a cement to the whole people, subtler, more underlying, than anything in written constitution, or courts or armies,” he wrote in response to news of the assassination.36

Sensing the national zeitgeist, Whitman contacted his old friend, Henry Clapp. Clapp, who hadn’t published an issue of the Saturday Press since 1860, restarted it in 1865 for a few weeks to put out Whitman’s elegy to Lincoln. The poem was called “O Captain!” And it would become Whitman’s most famous poem. This is nothing short of ironic considering that “O Captain!” is missing both the irreverence and free-wheeling, unresolved tensions that so beautifully marked 1850s bohemia and Leaves of Grass. “O Captain!” is about deification, not irreverence; it abandons the perilous search for individual meaning for the certainty of its realization. It is history, rather than future; a conclusion of a successful journey, rather than a problematizing of the journey itself: “The ship is anchor’d safe and sound, its voyage closed and done, / From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won.” Though largely forgotten, Saturday Press is now remembered for putting out Whitman’s most patriotic poem, which aligned with the very bourgeois sensibilities Clapp and his circle stood against. As for Clapp? By 1865, he was no longer holding court at Pfaff’s. He had a steady public-sector job as a clerk in a New York City office. When William O’Connor ran into him on the sidewalk in 1867, O’Connor gleefully relayed to Whitman that Clapp “was becoming a respectable citizen. When once a man enters upon the downward path . . . one can see as the guilty result of Bohemianism, a place on the Common Council or the Board of Aldermen.”37

O’Connor’s giddiness at Clapp’s domestication was a touch too strong, for one could have said the same thing about him. Once a spirited abolitionist who tried to put his passion into an antislavery novel called Harrington: A Story of True Love (1860), O’Connor, the thin, bearded, blue-eyed husband and father, was now a clerk for the Lighthouse Board in the Treasury Department. Indeed, it was O’Connor who helped Whitman secure a well-paying government job as a clerk in the Interior Department of Indian Affairs at a salary of $1,200.38

Sustaining the counterculture, nineteenth century-citizens like Clapp, Whitman, and O’Connor found out, was much harder than envisioning it. Robert Owen, the utopian socialist who founded New Harmony, was more interested in expounding his utilitarian theorems to famous men than living them out himself. Upon arriving to the US in 1824 to promote his vision, he traveled to Washington, DC, to give two fiery speeches to the US Congress. Then he visited with presidential nominee Andrew Jackson and the ailing Thomas Jefferson, and he sent blueprints of New Harmony to Napoleon. Owen was most proud of the fact that a model replica of his ideal town was publicly displayed in President John Quincy Adams’s White House after Adams won a contested election in 1824.

As far as New Harmony itself? Owen realized that, although he had spent $200,000 of his vast $250,000 personal fortune to keep it afloat, he still couldn’t pay down the substantial mortgage remaining on the books. Offering to sell New Harmony to its residents for a reasonable sum of $126,000, to be paid over twelve years with minimal interest, New Harmony’s residents politely refused.39 They were utopians. Not fools.

Brook Farm, which began in 1841, only lasted for six years. It dissolved in 1847 after the Boston Brahmins, who liked the excellent schooling the commune provided for their children, showed no interest in the grueling task of its daily upkeep.

Oneida’s sexual openness, it turned out, was less fulfilling than its adherents initially envisioned. The practice of “mutual criticism,” in which community members blatantly called out bad behavior—impropriety, greed, lust, ambition—in group settings, was too emotionally taxing. More troubling is that its founder, Joseph Noyes, was a sexual predator who courted underage girls, and in 1878 he barely made it north of the US border to Ontario when his followers alerted him of his impending arrest for statutory rape. By the end of 1879, Oneida was no longer a commune. It was a silverware company.
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Although Whitman had only started his administrative position copying reports at the Interior Department of Indian Affairs on January 24, 1866, on June 30, 1866, he was unceremoniously dismissed from his post. The new secretary of the interior under Democratic president Andrew Johnson, Senator James Harlan of Iowa, had embarked on a late-night unannounced visit to Whitman’s office, where he found a marked-up copy of the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass. Disturbed by the book’s overt sexual promiscuity, Harlan determined Whitman was an unbefitting public servant. William O’Connor, who vouched for Whitman to get the job in the first place, cared more about saving Whitman’s job than did Whitman himself. What is more, O’Connor saw a ripe opportunity for a fight about free expression.

O’Connor ran into the office of J. Hubley Ashton, the acting assistant attorney general, and demanded Whitman be reinstated. Ashton, embarrassed to have his authority challenged and focused on more pressing matters with the US federal government beginning to oversee Reconstruction, refused. In response, O’Connor wrote a pamphlet, entitled The Good Gray Poet, which criticized Harlan as a detached elite Republican prude (he was a Methodist minister and former president of Iowa Wesleyan College). In O’Connor’s diatribe, Whitman was a misunderstand genius, in the company of figures like Rabelais and Shakespeare.40 “The Good Gray Poet,” the nickname affixed to Whitman for the rest of his life, was born.

As an increasingly public figure after the censorship affair, Whitman did what Leaves of Grass counseled against: he cozied up to the ruling class. After being transferred to the attorney general’s office, where he worked from 1865 to 1872, part of his job entailed interviewing ex-Confederate soldiers seeking a pardon from the federal government. If Whitman did his work begrudgingly, that’s one thing. But Whitman wasn’t required to passionately defend the sitting president, an unrepentant white supremacist, Andrew Johnson. “Johnson was not a foul man,” Whitman wrote to a friend after the president’s impeachment by Republicans in the House of Representatives in 1868. “He had done nothing impeachable—had done his best, according to his integrity.”41 A curious statement, given that Andrew Johnson, a proud former slaveholder from Tennessee, in addition to issuing an astounding number of pardons to ex-Confederates (fourteen thousand), had done absolutely everything in his power to subvert the Republican Congress’s newly created Freedmen’s Bureau, which sought to provide government aid for newly emancipated Black citizens during Reconstruction.

The charitable interpretation of Whitman’s words was that he was a flawed man brimming with empathy. The evidence, however, suggests there was a less pleasant reason Whitman was fond of Johnson: he was a garden-variety racist. In a 1980 essay, the Black feminist poet-critic June Jordan wrote that it was through the “poems and the ideas of this particular white father that I have reached a tactical, if not strategic, understanding of the racist, sexist, and anti-American predicament that condemns most New World writing to peripheral.”42 Whitman glorified working people so long as they were white. He was an adherent of the Free Soil Party in the 1850s, which opposed the extension of slavery in the western territories only on the basis that it would depress the economic value of white men’s labor. He supported the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850. Whitman, the direct descendant of Long Island slaveholding ancestors on both his father’s and mother’s sides, would sometimes reveal himself by parroting the prevailing discourse of white supremacy—“blacks” had as “much intellect and calibre (in the mass) as so many baboons.”43 After the 1868 election, they “looked like so many wild brutes let loose.” Radical Republicans who actively pushed for a robust federal presence in the South, he believed, “have exploited the Negro too intensely.”44 Later in life, Whitman declared that “the blacks can never be to me what the whites are,” because “the whites are my brothers and I love them.”45

The era with which Whitman is associated and during which he came of age, “Jacksonian America,” was named after the Democratic president Andrew Jackson, who came to power in 1828 on a platform of white nationalism. Whitman would never forget Jackson, the white-haired man who was affectionally called “Old Hickory,” waving his white hat, parading through Brooklyn in 1833. Apparently, Whitman, the great poet of democracy, had no problem with the fact that Jackson, born to Scots-Irish settler parents, was once the most notorious land speculator in Tennessee in acquiring Choctaw and Chickasaw land, before becoming a favorite of President James Monroe because of his brutal wars against the Muscogee nation, and then against the Florida Seminoles during the First Seminole War (1817–18) to retake slaveholder plantations. By the time Whitman first saw him that afternoon in Brooklyn in 1833, Jackson had already made his name with the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which, over that decade, led to the genocide of over a hundred thousand Indigenous people.

In the twentieth century, the Black poet Langston Hughes would call Leaves of Grass an ode to racial egalitarianism, writing that Whitman’s “all-embracing words lock arms with . . . Negroes and whites.”46 But Whitman, the man, never lived up to the artistic message of Leaves, because he shared a deleterious assumption with many in the nineteenth-century counterculture. They were philosophically opposed to bondage but assumed that liberation was reserved exclusively for whites.

Robert Owen’s New Harmony had a racial covenant that excluded Black people from its founding charter. Ripley’s Brook Farm had no Black members. Whitman’s intellectual hero, Frances Wright, had always said that Nashoba was a beautiful beacon for racial equality, while ignoring that it was built on Indigenous land, which she bought for $320 with the direct help of Andrew Jackson. Moreover, not only was Wright a firm supporter of Black colonization abroad rather than immediate abolition to end slavery, but the reason American presidents like Andrew Jackson, Thomas Jefferson, and one of her greatest admirers, James Madison backed Wright was because she treated Nashoba’s Black residents not as equals but as indentured servants. (Notably, all three men were, at times, vocal members of the American Colonization Society, a national organization that promoted mass-scale Black deportation to Africa as the solution for slavery.) Black Nashoba residents had to work in exchange for paying off their debt to Wright. To add insult to injury, they had no voting stake in the colony.

After Wright had a severe bout of malaria and left Nashoba in 1827, the commune was mismanaged by her disciple, James Richardson, whose diary also recorded instances of sexual violence in the colony that revealed Nashoba was like many places in the world—dangerous for women. Before long, Richardson’s illicit love affair with a Black resident of Nashoba, Mam’selle Josephine, was discovered—which violated Nashoba’s racist and puritan sensibilities. Once Nashoba fell apart, Wright paid to send its Black residents to Haiti and established a trust for Black advancement, though most of the money was spent on upkeep for schooling Nashoba’s children.
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In the last two decades of his life, Whitman was an elder statesman who still retained a bohemian aesthetic. One could see him in his gray felt sombrero and open-collared shirts among bowls of fragrant lilacs and roses, which adorned his home on Mickle Street in Camden, New Jersey, where he lived with his brother, George. Whitman had been in Camden since 1873—the same year his mother died, which was also the year he suffered the first of a series of debilitating strokes that left him partially paralyzed. It was in Camden where Whitman drank elderberry wine with Oscar Wilde (even then, Whitman’s “Calamus” poems in Leaves, which celebrate queer sexuality, made him a gay icon) and chatted over apple pies with British politician and reformer Richard Monckton Milnes.47

Although living less than a hundred miles from the Bleecker Street block where Pfaff’s once stood, Whitman was now farther than ever from the bohemian margins of society he once occupied. Aggressively leveraging his fame as “America’s” poet, he would only publish in outlets like Harper’s, New York Herald, and the Century Magazine, and give poetry readings at venues like the Fortieth National Industrial Exposition, held in New York in 1871.48 For his paid speaking commitments, Whitman would almost always talk about “O Captain!” These talks were so popular they came to be known as his “Lincoln Lectures.”

But Whitman was still recycling his old tricks from his bohemian days. He continued to write anonymous reviews of his work to court controversy. In the January 16, 1876, issue of the West Jersey Press, a pro-business Republican paper, Whitman claimed that, for all his literary efforts, he was penniless and had only met “with a howl of criticism and the charge of obscenity.”49 This was hardly the case. But the article set off a heated debate in the pages of England’s London Daily News and was soon at the center of debates in Scribner’s, Harper’s, and the New York Tribune. This brouhaha, entirely fabricated, was an astonishing success. It led to the publication of the centennial edition of Leaves of Grass, the fourth, in 1876, by his first major publisher, James R. Osgood and Company.

As Whitman finally made it big, his first order of business was to change the signature poem of “Poem of Walt Whitman, an American” to “Song of Myself.” The iconic 1854 portrait of the first edition, which saw Whitman without suspenders, hat tilted to the side, right fist on his side, left hand in his pocket, looking with a sneer, was now pushed into the middle of the book. “The worst thing about this is,” Whitman wrote, embarrassed of the photo of his bohemian days, was that it was “as if I was hurling bolts at somebody . . . full of mad oaths—saying defiantly, to hell with you!”50

No matter Whitman’s repeated attempts to sanitize his image, Leaves would still garner controversy. On March 1, 1882, Boston district attorney Oliver Stevens, objecting to the sexually explicit imagery, sent Whitman’s publisher, James R. Osgood, a letter to stop the book’s publication. Osgood asked Whitman to make twenty-two deletions in a total of 150 lines. Whitman declined. The New England Free Love League on May 29 adopted a resolution condemning the decision as rank censorship. Whitman’s old friend William O’Connor, who he had once split with over African American suffrage but with whom he had since reconciled, reprised his role as Whitman’s publicity man, writing an article in the Tribune condemning the poster child of American puritanism and sexual repression: Anthony Comstock. Comstock had been well known since 1871, the year he founded the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, and encouraged Congress to pass the Comstock Laws in 1873, which made it a federal crime to send obscene material through the mail. Rees Welsh, a Philadelphia publishing house, picked up Leaves and published it on July
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