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Introduction


American poet and wordsmith Walt Whitman was born on May 31, 1819, the son of Walter and Louisa Whitman. The boy was initially named Walter, just like his father, but it wasn’t long before everyone began to call him “Walt” for the sake of convenience, lest the child was mixed up with his father.

Walt hailed from a large family with eight other siblings. Big families were not at all uncommon in the 1800s. Back then, for most, having a large family was usually considered a plus rather than a minus. If anything, having some extra kids around meant that parents had extra hands to help them around the old homestead. This was especially true for the Whitman family, who lived on a 500-acre farm in West Hills, Long Island. Long Island was a much different and far less populated place in the early 1800s than it is today. Here, Walt’s father was a farmer as well as an early real estate developer, building houses so that he could turn around and sell them.

Walt Whitman didn’t exactly grow up to be a religious man, but his parents flirted with Quakerism, and it was a Quaker gathering of the famed firebrand preacher Elias Hicks that would be one of the most pivotal moments of his youth. Walt was ten years old when he sat through a sermon of Elias and listened intently as the Quaker preacher dramatically spoke of man’s “inner light.”

Quakers believe that every person has something of God within—a divine inner light which can be tapped into if one would only try. Stirred by the words of Elias Hicks, Walt Whitman was inspired to do just that. Throughout the rest of his life, he would never forget what it was like that night when he first had his eyes opened to that inner light of greatness within.


Chapter One

Early Life in Brooklyn

“I exist as I am, that is enough.”

—Walt Whitman

Leaving the family farm of Walt’s birth, the Whitman family moved to Brooklyn, New York, in 1823. Walt Whitman would later identify this early incarnation of Brooklyn as his ultimate childhood home, or as he himself would later put it, “I was bred in Brooklyn.”

The Brooklyn of his day was, of course, nothing like the New York borough of Brooklyn of today. The city back then was just a small settlement on the East Coast, and it wouldn’t even become a part of New York City proper until the year 1898. Walt Whitman grew up in a much different world, prior to skyscrapers, prior to bumper-to-bumper traffic, and even prior to widespread travel by train. In later years, in fact, Whitman would fondly recall his primary means of transport in his youth: the Brooklyn Ferry. With this ship, he would sail from one point on the coast to another.

Walt began his education in Brooklyn, first attending school at age six. It was a public institution, which some of his wealthier peers occasionally looked down upon as nothing more than the product of “charity.” Nevertheless, it was in the early public schools of Brooklyn that Walt Whitman would first learn to read and write. His days in primary school were numbered, however, and by the time he was 11, he was already being pulled out of his schooling in favor of going out to learn a trade. Such things were quite common in this era when young people were lucky if they got an eighth-grade education.

Upon leaving school, Whitman interned with a couple of local lawyers. Here, he was given general office duties as an apprentice, but his greatest benefit was the fact that his work with these two attorneys gave him access to a library with books on a wide range of subjects. In his free time, he pored over books by James Fenimore Cooper and poetry by the likes of Sir Walter Scott. These works opened new doors in his mind and allowed him to experience for the first time the beauty of the written word.

After his internship with the attorneys came to a close, Whitman then tried his hand working for a doctor before taking on a gig at a local newspaper, the Long Island Patriot. Here, the youngster learned how to manually set type. He was mentored in the craft by the publisher, who turned out to serve a dual role as printer and writer. The idea that one would write and then self-publish their own work would stick with Walt, prompting him to do much the same in years to come. He would continue his apprenticeship with this paper and then others over the next few years in the meantime, eventually making his way to a print shop in Manhattan.

By this time, Whitman was already reporting and writing for papers on his own. There was indeed plenty to write and report about in those days. The 1830s of Walt Whitman’s then-teenage years saw the presidency of the great populist Andrew Jackson, the rapid growth of the nation, as well as the rise in tension between anti-slavery and pro-slavery factions in the North and South. Walt pondered all of these things and more in his reporting for the papers, developing a keen sense of critical thinking and a highly analytic mind in the process.

This early stint in the newspaper business came to a close in the spring of 1836. Around this time, Whitman decided to head back to his parents in Long Island, where he gained employment at a nearby school as a teacher. He was just 17 years old at the time, barely considered grown, yet teaching a whole class of youngsters their primary education.

Here, Walt took a different approach with his pupils than the older instructors. Since he found it difficult to dish out corporal punishment, he decided to simply lecture misbehaving students instead, trying to reason with them rather than striking them. Such an approach might make sense to us today but was actually quite revolutionary at the time. In an era in which the bad habits of a student were cured with a quick slap of a wooden ruler across the knuckles, the idea of trying to reason and understand the root cause of a disruption was just about unheard of.

At any rate, in between his work at the school, Walt Whitman found time to write. He penned several rudimentary short stories during this period. Along with writing, he also joined a debate club. Here, he would actively argue over the most contentious issues of the day with other members of the club. Notes from the club gatherings seem to paint a pretty good picture of where Whitman’s head was at the time. He was clearly against slavery, made arguments for pro-immigration, and even declared the need to make amends for previous trespasses against Native Americans. Walt Whitman was clearly progressive in his thoughts and, in many ways, way ahead of his time.


Chapter Two

Whitman, the Abolitionist

“The genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislatures, nor in its ambassadors or authors or colleges, or churches, or parlors, nor even in its newspapers or inventors, but always most in the common people.”

—Walt Whitman

After teaching for a couple of years, Whitman decided to return to the newspaper business. In 1838, he founded his own newspaper, the Long-Islander, and served as its writer, editor, and printer. It was this paper that would feature Whitman’s first published poem, a piece called “Our Future Lot.” The Long-Islander remains in circulation until this day, although Whitman’s association with the paper ended just ten months after its first release when he sold it to one E. O. Crowell.

After selling the Long-Islander, Walt gained employment at a paper called the Long Island Democrat in 1839. The work with the paper was not steady, however, and after about a year, he went back to his role as a teacher. He was quickly dissatisfied with this new role and, for reasons that remain unclear, abruptly left his teaching post in the spring of 1841. Some have speculated that he had problems with a student; others claim that he was outed as a homosexual and was therefore forced to leave. None of these theories have ever been proven.

At any rate, upon his resignation, Whitman moved to New York City and got a job with a paper called the New World. During this period, he also managed to publish his first book, a piece entitled Franklin Evans. This early work proved to be a fairly popular one, selling at least 20,000 copies within Walt’s own life at 12.5 cents a copy. Walt himself, however, would distance himself from this early work, forcefully denouncing it as “damned rot of the worst sort.”

Whatever the case may be, by 1842, Whitman was shuffling off to another newspaper, this time getting a gig as the editor of a serial paper called the Aurora. It was a booming time for the newspaper industry, with many delving into both the politics and the scandals of the day, and the ever-inquisitive Walt Whitman found a steady stream of thought-provoking material to work with. In 1846, he ended up working for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, in which he routinely covered all of the intrigues of the day.

He would continue to work in the newspaper business for the next few years, but by 1848, he had left the Eagle in favor of traveling down south to New Orleans to work for a newspaper called the Crescent. He made the journey with his 14-year-old brother Jeff, who served as an assistant. For his work on the Crescent, Walt would be paid five dollars a week—not a bad amount for a newspaperman to make in the mid-nineteenth century. But more valuable to Walt than the money was the experience of seeing Southern civilization in action firsthand.

He marveled at the diversity of the region, with its French Creole, Hispanic, Native American, and African American residents. He was also equally appalled to encounter the misery of slavery up close and personal. Whitman would walk the streets of the city only to witness public slave auctions taking place at busy intersections, right out in the open
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