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Yet louder, higher, stronger, bard! yet farther, wider cleave!
 No longer let our children deem us riches and peace alone,
 We may be terror and carnage, and are so now,
 Not now are we any one of these spacious and haughty States (nor any five, nor ten),
 Nor market nor depot we, nor money-bank in the city,
 But these and all, and the brown and spreading land, and the mines below, are ours,
 And the shores of the sea are ours, and the rivers great and small,
 And the fields they moisten, and the crops and the fruits are ours,
 Bays and channels and ships sailing in and out are ours—while we over all,
 Over the area spread below, the three or four millions of square miles, the capitals,
 The forty millions of people—O bard! in life and death supreme,
 We, even we, henceforth flaunt out masterful, high up above,
 Not for the present alone, for a thousand years chanting through you,
 This song to the soul of one poor little child.



Child


O my father I like not the houses,
 They will never to me be anything, nor do I like money,
 But to mount up there I would like, O father dear, that banner I like,
 That pennant I would be and must be.



Father


Child of mine you fill me with anguish,
 To be that pennant would be too fearful,
 Little you know what it is this day, and after this day, forever,
 It is to gain nothing, but risk and defy everything,

Forward to stand in front of wars—and O, such wars!—what have you to do with them?
 With passions of demons, slaughter, premature death?



Banner


Demons and death then I sing,
 Put in all, aye all will I, sword-shaped pennant for war,
 And a pleasure new and ecstatic, and the prattled yearning of children,
 Blent with the sounds of the peaceful land and the liquid wash of the sea,
 And the black ships fighting on the sea envelop'd in smoke,
 And the icy cool of the far, far north, with rustling cedars and pines,
 And the whirr of drums and the sound of soldiers marching, and the hot sun shining south,
 And the beach-waves combing over the beach on my Eastern shore, and my Western shore the same,
 And all between those shores, and my ever running Mississippi with bends and chutes,
 And my Illinois fields, and my Kansas fields, and my fields of Missouri,
 The Continent, devoting the whole identity without reserving an atom,
 Pour in! whelm that which asks, which sings, with all and the yield of all,
 Fusing and holding, claiming, devouring the whole,
 No more with tender lip, nor musical labial sound,
 But out of the night emerging for food, our voice persuasive no more,
 Croaking like crows here in the wind.



Poet


My limbs, my veins dilate, my theme is clear at last,
 Banner so broad advancing out of the night, I sing you haughty and resolute,
 I burst through where I waited long, too long, deafen'd and blinded,
 My hearing and tongue are come to me (a little child taught me),
 I hear from above O pennant of war your ironical call and demand,
 Insensate! insensate (yet I at any rate chant you), O banner!
 Not houses of peace indeed are you, nor any nor all their prosperity (if need be, you shall again have every one of those houses to destroy them.
 You thought not to destroy those valuable houses, standing fast, full of comfort, built with money,
 May they stand fast, then? not an hour except you above them and all stand fast);
 O banner, not money so precious are you, not farm produce you, nor the material good nutriment,
 Nor excellent stores, nor landed on wharves from the ships,
 Not the superb ships with sail-power or steam-power, fetching and carrying cargoes,
 Nor machinery, vehicles, trade, nor revenues—but you as henceforth I see you,
 Running up out of the night, bringing your cluster of stars (ever-enlarging stars),
 Divider of daybreak you, cutting the air, touch'd by the sun, measuring the sky,
 (Passionately seen and yearn'd for by one poor little child,
 While others remain busy or smartly talking, forever teaching thrift, thrift);
 O you up there! O pennant! where you undulate like a snake hissing so curious,
 Out of reach, an idea only, yet furiously fought for, risking bloody death, loved by me,
 So loved—O you banner leading the day with stars brought from the night!
 Valueless, object of eyes, over all and demanding all—(absolute owner of all)—O banner and pennant!
 I too leave the rest!—great as it is, it is nothing—houses, machines are nothing—I see them not.
 I see but you, O warlike pennant! O banner so broad, with stripes, I sing you only,
 Flapping up there in the wind.






THE DYING VETERAN

(A Long Island incident—early part of the nineteenth century.)


Amid these days of order, ease, prosperity,
 Amid the current songs of beauty, peace, decorum,
 I cast a reminiscence—(likely 't will offend you,
 I heard it in my boyhood)—More than a generation since,
 A queer old savage man, a fighter under Washington himself
 (Large, brave, cleanly, hot-blooded, no talker, rather spiritualistic,
 Had fought in the ranks—fought well—had been all through the Revolutionary war),
 Lay dying—sons, daughters, church-deacons, lovingly tending him,
 Sharping their sense, their ears, towards his murmuring, half-caught words:
 "Let me return again to my war-days,
 To the sights and scenes—to forming the line of battle,
 To the scouts ahead reconnoitering,
 To the cannons, the grim artillery,
 To the galloping aids, carrying orders,
 To the wounded, the fallen, the heat, the suspense,
 The perfume strong, the smoke, the deafening noise;
 Away with your life of peace!—your joys of peace!
 Give me my old wild battle-life again!"






THE WOUND-DRESSER

1


An old man bending I come among new faces,
 Years looking backward resuming in answer to children,
 Come tell us old man, as from young men and maidens that love me
 (Arous'd and angry, I'd thought to beat the alarum, and urge relentless war,
 But soon my fingers fail'd me, my face droop'd and I resign'd myself,
 To sit by the wounded and soothe them, or silently watch the dead);
 Years hence of these scenes, of these furious passions, these chances,
 Of unsurpass'd heroes (was one side so brave? the other was equally brave);
 Now be witness again, paint the mightiest armies of earth,
 Of those armies so rapid so wondrous what saw you to tell us?
 What stays with you latest and deepest? of curious panics,
 Of hard-fought engagements or sieges tremendous what deepest remains?



2


O maidens and young men I love and that love me,
 What you ask of my days those the strangest and sudden your talking recalls,
 Soldier alert I arrive after a long march cover'd with sweat and dust,
 In the nick of time I come, plunge in the fight, loudly shout in the rush of successful charge,
 Enter the captur'd works—yet lo, like a swift-running river they fade,
 Pass and are gone they fade—I dwell not on soldiers' perils or soldiers' joys
 (Both I remember well—many the hardships, few the joys, yet I was content).




But in silence, in dreams' projections,
 While the world of gain and appearance and mirth goes on,
 So soon what is over forgotten, and waves wash the imprints off the sand,
 With hinged knees returning I enter the doors (while for you up there,
 Whoever you are, follow without noise and be of strong heart).




Bearing the bandages, water and sponge,
 Straight and swift to my wounded I go,
 Where they lie on the ground after the battle brought in,
 Where their priceless blood reddens the grass, the ground,
 Or to the rows of the hospital tent, or under the roof'd hospital,
 To the long rows of cots up and down each side I return,
 To each and all one after another I draw near, not one do I miss,
 An attendant follows holding a tray, he carries a refuse pail,
 Soon to be fill'd with clotted rags and blood, emptied, and fill'd again.




I onward go, I stop,
 With hinged knees and steady hand to dress wounds,
 I am firm with each, the pangs are sharp yet unavoidable,
 One turns to me his appealing eyes—poor boy! I never knew you,
 Yet I think I could not refuse this moment to die for you, if that would save you.



3


On, on I go (open doors of time! open hospital doors!)
 The crush'd head I dress (poor crazed hand tear not the bandage away),
 The neck of the cavalry-man with the bullet through and through I examine,
 Hard the breathing rattles, quite glazed already the eye, yet life struggles hard,
 (Come sweet death! be persuaded O beautiful death!
 In mercy come quickly).




From the stump of the arm, the amputated hand,
 I undo the clotted lint, remove the slough, wash off the matter and blood,
 Back on his pillow the soldier bends with curv'd neck and side-falling head,
 His eyes are closed, his face is pale, he dares not look on the bloody stump,
 And has not yet look'd on it.




I dress a wound in the side, deep, deep,
 But a day or two more, for see the frame all wasted and sinking,
 And the yellow-blue countenance see.




I dress the perforated shoulder, the foot with the bullet-wound,
 Cleanse the one with a gnawing and putrid gangrene, so sickening, so offensive,
 While the attendant stands behind aside me holding the tray and pail.




I am faithful, I do not give out,
 The fractur'd thigh, the knee, the wound in the abdomen,
 These and more I dress with impassive hand (yet deep in my breast a fire, a burning flame).



4


Thus in silence in dreams' projections,
 Returning, resuming, I thread my way through the hospitals,
 The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand,
 I sit by the restless all the dark night, some are so young,
 Some suffer so much, I recall the experience sweet and sad
 (Many a soldier's loving arms about this neck have cross'd and rested,
 Many a soldier's kiss dwells on these bearded lips).






DIRGE FOR TWO VETERANS


The last sunbeam
 Lightly falls from the finish'd Sabbath,
 On the pavement here, and there beyond it is looking
 Down a new-made double grave





Lo, the moon ascending,
 Up from the east the silvery round moon,
 Beautiful over the house-tops, ghastly, phantom moon,
 Immense and silent moon.





I see a sad procession,
 And I hear the sound of coming full-key'd bugles,
 All the channels of the city streets they're flooding,
 As with voices and with tears.





I hear the great drums pounding,
 And the small drums steady whirring,
 And every blow of the great convulsive drums,
 Strikes me through and through.





For the son is brought with the father
 (In the foremost ranks of the fierce assault they fell,
 Two veterans, son and father, dropt together,
 And the double grave awaits them).





Now nearer blow the bugles,
 And the drums strike more convulsive,
 And the daylight over the pavement quite has faded,
 And the strong dead-march enwraps me.





In the eastern sky up-buoying,
 The sorrowful vast phantom moves illumin'd
 ('Tis some mother's large transparent face,
 In heaven brighter growing).





O strong dead-march you please me!
 O moon immense with your silvery face you soothe me!
 O my soldiers twain! O my veterans passing to burial!
 What I have I also give you.





The moon gives you light,
 And the bugles and the drums give you music,
 And my heart, O my soldiers, my veterans,
 My heart gives you love.






FROM FAR DAKOTA'S CAÑONS

June 25, 1876.


From far Dakota's cañons,
 Lands of the wild ravine, the dusky Sioux, the lonesome stretch, the silence,
 Haply to-day a mournful wail, haply a trumpet-note for heroes.




The battle-bulletin,
 The Indian ambuscade, the craft, the fatal environment,
 The cavalry companies fighting to the last in sternest heroism,
 In the midst of their little circle, with their slaughter'd horses for breastworks,
 The fall of Custer and all his officers and men.




Continues yet the old, old legend of our race,
 The loftiest of life upheld by death,
 The ancient banner perfectly maintain'd,
 O lesson opportune, O how I welcome thee!




As sitting in dark days,
 Lone, sulky, through the time's thick murk looking in vain for light, for hope,
 From unsuspected parts a fierce and momentary proof
 (The sun there at the centre though conceal'd,
 Electric life forever at the centre),
 Breaks forth a lightning flash.




Thou of the tawny flowing hair in battle,
 I erewhile saw, with erect head, pressing ever in front, bearing a bright sword in thy hand,
 Now ending well in death the splendid fever of thy deeds
 (I bring no dirge for it or thee, I bring a glad triumphal sonnet),
 Desperate and glorious, aye in defeat most desperate, most glorious,
 After thy many battles in which never yielding up a gun or a colour,
 Leaving behind thee a memory sweet to soldiers,
 Thou yieldest up thyself.






OLD WAR-DREAMS


In midnight sleep of many a face of anguish,
 Of the look at first of the mortally wounded (of that indescribable look),
 Of the dead on their backs with arms extended wide,
 I dream, I dream, I dream.




Of scenes of Nature, fields and mountains,
 Of skies so beauteous after a storm, and at night the moon so unearthly bright,
 Shining sweetly, shining down, where we dig the trenches and gather the heaps,
 I dream, I dream, I dream.




Long have they pass'd, faces and trenches and fields,
 Where through the carnage I moved with a callous composure, or away from the fallen,
 Onward I sped at the time—but now of their forms at night,
 I dream, I dream, I dream.






DELICATE CLUSTER


Delicate cluster! flag of teeming life!
 Covering all my lands—all my seashores lining!
 Flag of death! (how I watch'd you through the smoke of battle pressing!
 How I heard you flap and rustle, cloth defiant!)
 Flag cerulean—sunny flag, with the orbs of night dappled!
 Ah my silvery beauty—ah my woolly white and crimson!
 Ah to sing the song of you, my matron mighty!
 My sacred one, my mother!






TO A CERTAIN CIVILIAN


Did you ask dulcet rhymes from me?
 Did you seek the civilian's peaceful and languishing rhymes?
 Did you find what I sang erewhile so hard to follow?
 Why I was not singing erewhile for you to follow, to understand—nor am I now;
 (I have been born of the same as the war was born,
 The drum-corps' rattle is ever to me sweet music, I love well the martial dirge,
 With slow wail and convulsive throb leading the officer's funeral);
 What to such as you anyhow such a poet as I? therefore leave my works,
 And go lull yourself with what you can understand, and with piano-tunes,
 For I lull nobody, and you will never understand me.






ADIEU TO A SOLDIER


Adieu O soldier,
 You of the rude campaigning (which we shared),
 The rapid march, the life of the camp,
 The hot










LONG, TOO LONG AMERICA







II

POEMS OF AFTER-WAR




WEAVE IN, MY HARDY LIFE








HOW SOLEMN AS ONE BY ONE

(Washington City, 1865)








SPIRIT WHOSE WORK IS DONE

(Washington City, 1865)








THE RETURN OF THE HEROES
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MEMORIES OF PRESIDENT LINCOLN

WHEN LILACS LAST IN THE DOORYARD BLOOM'D
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