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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Ecco
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Introduction

Carl Sandburg came to widespread public attention with the publication of his poem “Chicago” in Harriet Monroe’s Poetry magazine in 1914. The opening lines are a vivid picture of the city as Sandburg saw it:


Hog Butcher for the World,

Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,

Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;

Stormy, husky, brawling,

City of the Big Shoulders.



The poem immediately “roused a storm of protest,” one observer said. Many Chicagoans, as well as conservative readers everywhere, objected to Sandburg’s brutal imagery, while other critics derided as unaesthetic his use of free verse. Nevertheless, two years later, when he published his first book-length volume, Chicago Poems, he used “Chicago” as the title poem. The poems in that book came from Sandburg’s working-class background, his intimate knowledge of urban life based on his years as a journalist, his Socialist views, his belief in social and economic justice, and his faith in the people, “the mob.”

Critical approaches to Sandburg’s work were established early on. William Braithwaite, writing in the Boston Transcript, called Chicago Poems a “book of ill-regulated speech that has neither verse or proper rhythms.” Amy Lowell objected to propagandistic elements in some of the poems but praised the originality of the book. W. A. Bradley, in the Dial, called Sandburg a “rather gross, simple-minded, sentimental” poet who was also a “highly sensitized impressionist who finds in the subtle accords between his own ideal moods and the loveliest, most elusive aspects of the external world, material for delicate and dreamlike expression.”

Sandburg’s early radicalism was tempered in the decades following the publication of Chicago Poems, and by the 1930s his poetry had lost some of its social sting. However, Sandburg himself never lost his social conscience or his Whitmanesque belief in the people, the American mob. After completing his six-volume biography of Lincoln in 1939, Sandburg became a cultural icon. He made appearances across the country reading his poetry and singing folk songs. While his racy and colloquial language never appealed to the academy, his poetry spoke to the masses and was accessible to all who could read. As Archibald MacLeish described it, “There is [in Sandburg’s writing] . . . a tang, a liveliness, a pungency which is native and natural to the American ear.”

Part of Sandburg’s popularity can be attributed to his use of free verse. As he explained in The Sandburg Treasury:


We have heard much in our time about free verse being modern, as though it is a new-found style for men to use in speaking and writing, rising out of the machine age, skyscrapers, high speed and jazz. Now, if free verse is a form of writing poetry without rhyme, without regular meters, without established and formal rules governing it, we can easily go back to the earliest styles of poetry known to the human family—and the style is strictly free verse. Before men invented the alphabet, so that poems could be put down in writing, they spoke their poems. When one man spoke to another in a certain timebeat and rhythm, if it happened that his words conveyed certain impressions and moods to his listeners, he was delivering poetry to them, whether he knew it or they knew it, and whether he or they had a name for an art which the poet was practicing on himself and them.



This one-volume edition of Sandburg’s best and most characteristic poetry is designed for general readers and for students. The poems span Sandburg’s forty-year career and are drawn from four volumes: The Complete Poems of Carl Sandburg, published in 1970; Breathing Tokens, edited after Sandburg’s death by his eldest daughter, Margaret Sandburg, in 1978; Billy Sunday and Other Poems, edited by George and Willene Hendrick in 1993; and The World of Carl Sandburg, by Norman Corwin, published in 1961. The poems are grouped by subject under eleven headings and are arranged within each section in roughly—though not slavishly—chronological order. Even if one wished to present the poems in strict chronological order, it would not be possible, for Sandburg rarely dated his poems. He tended to put them aside after they were written and would later dip into his kit bag to complete sections of whatever book he was preparing for publication at the time. At the end of this volume we list the original source of book publication of each poem in the anthology.

CHICAGO

Born to immigrant Swedish parents in the prairie town of Galesburg, Illinois, in 1876, Sandburg did not see Chicago until he was eighteen. As a boy, though, he had delivered and read Chicago newspapers, and the midwestern metropolis fascinated and lured him. When his father secured a railroad pass for his son, who was then taking one dead-end job after another, Sandburg finally got a taste of the big city. He wrote about that first visit in Always the Young Strangers. Sandburg’s Socialist friend John Sjodin, who had lived in Chicago, told him how to live cheaply in the city by the big lake. And live cheaply he did. In his three days there, he spent twenty-five cents a night for a room in a flophouse, five cents for breakfast, and ten cents each for lunch and dinner. He went to a variety show two nights, but mostly he walked and observed city life: “I . . . never got tired of the roar of the streets, the trolley cars, the teamsters, the drays, buggies, surries, and phaetons, the delivery wagons high with boxes, the brewery wagons piled with barrels. . . .” On his last day in Chicago, he went into a saloon for the free lunch there, paid his five cents for a beer, and while he was “feeding his face” he was approached by a prostitute, who asked him, “Looking fer a good time?” After an exchange of words, Sandburg finally told her, “You’re up the wrong alley, sister. I ain’t got but two nickels and they wouldn’t do you any good.” He saw Chicago for one dollar and fifty cents, and much of what he saw would later be reflected time after time in his poetry about the Windy City.

In 1912 Sandburg moved to Chicago and grew to know intimately the places he described in Chicago Poems. He worked as a newspaper reporter, haunting Chicago’s streets, cafés, and saloons and venturing into the world of prostitutes, working men and women, bums, and radicals. His memorable poem “Chicago” grew out of his overview of the city and its citizens. As his knowledge of “his” Chicago deepened, he wrote such poems as “The Windy City” and “The People, Yes,” No. 81, which, though never as widely read as “Chicago,” reflect Sandburg’s special insights and deserve careful reading. The first section in this anthology brings together his best known and less well known poems about Chicago.

IMAGES

Early in his Chicago days Sandburg had become aware of the Imagists. He admired Emily Dickinson’s poetry; he corresponded with Ezra Pound (then touting the Imagist movement); and he befriended and carried on an extended correspondence with Amy Lowell, one of the most prominent of the Imagists. Sandburg was never a member of that coterie, but he did write poems using Imagist techniques as defined by Harriet Monroe, the editor of Poetry magazine: the elimination of “every unnecessary word, every unstructural ornament” and the use of concrete images. His best known of these poems, “Fog,” was what he called a “free-going, independent American Hoku” [haiku].

Sandburg, with his strong social conscience, at times turned from “pure” images, in poems such as “Fog,” to those with a realistic social context. In “Painted Fishes,” for example, the beautiful green fishes on a red-lacquered tray, with the paint wearing away from their fins, are placed in a saloon setting. No stranger to saloons, Sandburg creates a beautiful picture out of the sawdust-floored, raucous world of bars.

With Ezra Pound, Amy Lowell, and other Imagists, Sandburg shared an interest in Asian poetry and paintings. At Amy Lowell’s home in Massachusetts he met the translator Florence Ayscough. Enthusiastic about her Chinese translations, he transformed some of them into free verse. In “These Valleys Seem Old” he combined Imagism and social criticism. When he later wrote Amy Lowell about permission to print these poems, she responded, in September of 1919, that while Ayscough thought the poems were beautiful, she did not find the renderings exact and would therefore not grant permission. The four poems in “These Valleys Seem Old,” inexact renditions though they may be, are as beautiful as the scenes on Chinese scroll paintings. Because of Ayscough’s objections, however, they remained unpublished until 1993, when they appeared in Billy Sunday and Other Poems.

Sandburg published the “pure” image poems during his lifetime, but most of those with a social context were published posthumously. He may have withheld the latter poems because of Amy Lowell’s objections to what she considered “propaganda” in his early poetry. Though Sandburg chose not to publish some of these poems, they are fully as strong as the “pure” ones and are certainly worthy of serious study.

POEMS OF PROTEST

This section contains some of Sandburg’s strongest poems of protest, many of which were published after his death. The first of these, “Billy Sunday,” appeared in an expurgated form in Chicago Poems under the title “To a Contemporary Bunkshooter.” The original version played a key role in the publication of this first volume of Sandburg’s poetry. In January of 1916 Sandburg sent the manuscript of Chicago Poems to Alfred Harcourt, then a young editor at Henry Holt. Harcourt was impressed with the poetry and wanted to publish it, but he knew there would be difficulty in getting some of the text approved by senior members of the publishing firm. He wrote Sandburg: “For obvious reasons, we think the poems, the subjects of which are living people referred to by name, should certainly be omitted. Some of the poems are a little too ‘raw’.” Sandburg wanted all of his poems published, and he made changes to ensure that they were acceptable. The Billy Sunday poem was retitled, the evangelist Sunday was no longer referred to by name, and language thought to be offensive was removed. Sandburg wrote Harcourt, on February 4, 1916, that the revisions should make it acceptable “to all but the most hidebound and creed-drilled religionists.” With Sandburg’s revisions, it did appear in Chicago Poems. Sandburg was portraying a popular religious figure he considered a pious fraud, and it is not surprising that the original “Billy Sunday,” included here, is much more powerful and provocative than the expurgated version in Chicago Poems.

The second poem, “The Eastland,” about the sinking of a steamship in the Chicago River, was apparently never offered for publication, perhaps because Sandburg realized that in 1915, when it was written, it was too “raw” for any editor to accept. The Eastland was loaded with about twenty-five hundred workers and their families who were being “treated” to a company picnic by their employer when it sank, on July 24, 1915, drowning more than eight hundred. Sandburg, in an essay in the September 1915 issue of the International Socialist Review, wrote that government officials had been derelict in their duty for allowing “a cranky, unstable ancient hoodoo tub like the Eastland” to sail. It was his belief that “grim industrial feudalism stands with dripping and red hands behind the whole Eastland affair.” In the poem itself, Sandburg shifted his focus to portray sharply the human misery he saw daily in the lives of working people in the industrialized Chicago he knew so well.

Several of the shorter poems in this section which were published in Chicago Poems—“Anna Imroth,” “Child of the Romans,” “’Boes,” and others—are particularly powerful. Others, such as “Taking on Suds Men Talk,” convey equally strong messages of protest, but again, as with “The Eastland,” Sandburg probably recognized that they would be unacceptable to editors of that time. For whatever reason, most of his protest poetry about the treatment of women and their deplorable lives in the Chicago he knew went unpublished until 1993.

The last poem in this section, “Legal Midnight Hour,” though obviously written immediately after the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927, also remained unpublished until 1993. The two Italian-born anarchists living in Massachusetts were arrested in 1920 and charged with the murder of two men in a payroll holdup. They were tried, convicted, and executed. It was widely believed in the liberal circles in which Sandburg moved that they were convicted because of their anarchistic beliefs, that they were found guilty in a kangaroo court, and that the evidence against them was tainted or faked. The Chicago Daily News, where Sandburg was employed all through the 1920s, devoted thousands of column inches to the celebrated case, which mesmerized people around the world. With his series of question marks at the end of the poem Sandburg indicated that the controversy would not die after their execution, as, indeed, it has not.

LOVE POEMS

During his courtship of Lilian Steichen, sister of the photographer Edward Steichen and the woman he was to marry in June of 1908, Sandburg sent her his poem “Dream Girl”:


You will come one day in a waver of love,

Tender as dew, impetuous as rain,

The tan of the sun will be on your skin,

The purr of the breeze in your murmuring speech,

You will pose with a hill-flower grace.

You will come, with your slim, expressive arms,

A poise of the head no sculptor has caught

And nuances spoken with shoulder and neck

Your face in a pass-and-repass of moods

As many as skies in delicate change

Of cloud and blue and flimmering sun.

Yet,

You may not come, O girl of a dream,

We may but pass as the world goes by

And take from a look of eyes into eyes,

A film of hope and a memoried day.



Lilian responded, on February 15, 1908: “Your Dream Girl . . . is indeed a dream girl—not of our world to-day but of the Millennial Epoch of Rest. In our Epoch of Struggle girls must be made of sterner stuff.” She continued, “So while I have no praise for the Dream Girl itself (from the standpoint of democratic art)—yet I have plenty of appreciation for the intelligence that created it—for the powers for good in that intelligence when employed in socialist propaganda!” Lilian Steichen was a brilliant woman and a major influence in improving Sandburg’s poetry; indeed, many of the poems in his early volumes owe much of their power to her careful work as his major artistic critic.

After he met Lilian, whom he called Paula, Sandburg’s love poetry took on a dramatic intensity. He wrote clearly and lovingly about her and their children, Margaret, Janet, and Helga.

Sandburg wrote other love poems of great passion, poems he did not attempt to publish. Some of these—“In Blue Gown and In Black Satin Gown,” “She Held Herself a Deep Pool for Him,” “An Interwoven Man and Woman Talked,” “Troth Tryst,” and “Hellcat”—remained unpublished until 1993. Just why Sandburg chose not to publish them in his lifetime is unknown. Perhaps he thought them too passionate, exposing an inner self he wished to keep hidden.

“Bilbea,” the final love poem here, is in a class all to itself. As Sandburg explained in The World of Carl Sandburg: “In some old National Geographic Magazine there was an interpretation of Babylonian hieroglyphics of this vintage, by a responsible interpreter, and it said practically the idea expressed in this poem.” Again, we do not know what drew Sandburg to this love poem from a Babylonian tablet, but we may speculate that it was its theme, the universality of love.

LINCOLN

By the early 1920s Sandburg was thinking of writing a biography of Lincoln. He wanted to break down all the sentimentalizing about the man he had long admired. Even before he began the biography he wrote a number of poems about Lincoln, and he continued to do so throughout his career. The first part of this section contains those Lincoln poems that Sandburg chose to publish during his lifetime. At the time of his death he had other Lincoln poems in his files, and five of them, arranged together, conclude this section. Three of these have never before appeared in print.

In “Fire-Logs,” published in 1918, Sandburg wrote imaginatively about Lincoln’s mother, who was thought to have been illegitimate. He presents her as a dreamer, just as her famous son was known to be. In the 1916 poem “In a Back Alley” Lincoln appears as the face on the penny, the lowest denomination of coins, the common currency of the people, which newsboys are carelessly pitching for idle amusement. “Knucks,” published in 1918, is a startling image of contrast between the businessman in Lincoln’s home town who sells iron knuckles for fighting and Lincoln, whose message is “malice to none.”

By the time The People, Yes was published in 1936, Sandburg was a mature biographer and was well on the way toward completing his life of Lincoln. He had spent years researching, thinking, and writing about the Great Emancipator. The long Lincoln poem here, No. 57 of The People, Yes, is an overview of the president and is studded with his quotes. It shows him as a humorist, democrat, philosopher, historian, poet, man of the common man, leader of the people.

“The Long Shadow of Lincoln: A Litany” was written during the dark days of World War II. Sandburg for many years had been conscious of Lincoln’s “long shadow,” which compelled him to draw parallels between Lincoln and Roosevelt. He wrote President Roosevelt, on March 29, 1935, that he was starting the final volume of the Lincoln biography and that his eyes and ears were in two eras: “You are the best light of democracy that has occupied the White House since Lincoln. You have set in motion trends that to many are banners of dawn.” Sandburg also saw the long shadow of Lincoln cast over Roosevelt’s leadership in World War II, from 1941 to 1945.

The earliest of the five poems about Lincoln that Sandburg did not publish is dated 1914 and titled “Abraham Lincoln’s Father and Mother.” It shows Sandburg’s early thinking as a biographer. He knew that questions had been raised about the legitimacy of Lincoln’s mother, Nancy Hanks. William Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner, said Lincoln had told him that Nancy Hanks was illegitimate, the daughter of “a well-bred Virginia farmer or planter.” According to Herndon, Lincoln believed that “his power of analysis, his logic, his mental activity, his ambition” came from his unknown grandfather. That Lincoln’s mother was illegitimate is now widely accepted by scholars.

Sandburg also knew from his reading that doubt had been cast on Lincoln’s own legitimacy. Herndon thought that the questions about Lincoln’s paternity “were an outgrowth of the campaign of 1860.” However accurate that speculation might be, over the years at least seven men were alleged to have been the father of Abraham Lincoln. Six years after Sandburg wrote “Abraham Lincoln’s Father and Mother,” William E. Barton demolished all such rumors and allegations in The Paternity of Abraham Lincoln. It is now accepted as fact that Thomas Lincoln was the father of Abraham.

While Sandburg was aware of the rumors about Thomas and Nancy Hanks Lincoln, his writings about them were intended to be poetic, not factual. Later, as a biographer, he would insist on more substantial facts, though even in the biography his presentation of Lincoln, his family, and his times would remain poetic.

Two of the poems—“Lincoln” and “Mr. Lincoln and His Gloves”—appear to have a common source. In 1861, on his way to Washington for his inauguration, Lincoln appeared in New York at the Verdi opera A Masked Ball wearing black gloves instead of the more fashionable white ones. Because of the black gloves, Lincoln’s large hands, and his shambling gait, a hostile press immediately dubbed him a “gorilla” and a “baboon.”

“Lincoln,” written in 1915, after the beginning of World War I, was in an envelope of poems Sandburg labeled “to be published after my death.” In this poem Sandburg uses the baboon imagery in a fantastic vein, picking up wild jungle scenes, with Lincoln’s hands as a constant, and transforming all into the horror of war. In the jungle, where hyenas “rip the guts of babies,” he re-creates a place of savagery similar to the battlegrounds in the United States during the Civil War and even more similar to those of the European war being waged at that time. Lincoln, now with a baboon face, sings a song to himself, a song the rest of us cannot understand, praying for a gateway, a return to civilized behavior. Like Lincoln with his large hands, the baboon sits with “hands the same as always.”

“Mr. Lincoln and His Gloves” was written for dramatic reading by the French refugee Marianne Lorraine, and she performed it widely in the United States, but the poem did not appear in print until Margaret Sandburg published it in Breathing Tokens in 1978. The poem begins with the incident in February of 1861 when New York socialites laughed at Lincoln with his black gloves at the opera. Sandburg chronicles Lincoln’s travails with gloves, sometimes joking about them, just as Lincoln did.

In 1915 Sandburg wrote “Journey and Oath,” a poem that begins dramatically with an account of Lincoln’s death and the journey of his body back to Illinois. Unfortunately, the remainder of the poem does not live up to the promise of the first lines. In trying to present poetically the reaction of “this man and that” to Lincoln’s murder, Sandburg resorts to bombast, and the forced oath is unconvincing. He did not publish the poem, but Margaret Sandburg included it in Breathing Tokens.

The final poem in this section was also in the envelope Sandburg labeled “to be published after my death.” It is untitled, but its content suggests that it was written at the same time as “Lincoln.” The jungle and the gorilla imagery are there, though this time they are woven into the “mystery” of evolution. Sandburg is facing a question any biographer and reader of Lincoln must raise: How did Lincoln become Lincoln? How did this giant of history evolve “out of the slime of the sea,” out of the jungle? Sandburg invites the reader to see a “mystery without end.”

Just why did Sandburg leave these poems unpublished? There are no easy answers. With “Abraham Lincoln’s Father and Mother,” he may have felt uneasy about reprinting rumors and speculations on illegitimacy. Or he may have thought the poem needed explanatory footnotes to be fully understood, and as a poet who spoke directly to his readers, Sandburg objected to such academic paraphernalia. The latter explanation may also be applied to “Lincoln” and to the untitled poem, both of which were intended to be published only after Sandburg’s death. When he was under the sod, others would or could provide the glosses to his poems. As for “Journey and Oath,” he may have realized that the poem needed revision, put it aside for later work, and never returned to it. And it is entirely possible that Sandburg may have lost or forgotten “Mr. Lincoln and His Gloves.” But these are only speculations. There are no clues among Sandburg’s voluminous papers to help explain why these five poems did not appear in print in his lifetime.

ANTI-WAR AND WAR POEMS

From the time he was a boy, Carl Sandburg was aware of anti-war sentiments. His father’s cousin had left Sweden to avoid military service and also refused to serve in the Union Army, for he “couldn’t take a hand in killing men.” Sandburg in his youth did not share this view; he was fascinated by the Civil War and its generals. When the Spanish-American War began, in 1898, he was working as an apprentice to a painter. Lured by the war propaganda, he joined Company C, Sixth Infantry Regiment of the Illinois Volunteers. He was, of course, also looking for travel and adventure. Instead, he found considerable misery.

During his college years Sandburg was introduced to Socialist ideas, and his radical views developed before the beginning of World War I. He had served as a Socialist organizer, and both he and his wife, Lilian, saw war as a folly promulgated by capitalists and national rulers. The earliest poems in this section, including “Buttons” and “Murmurings in a Field Hospital,” show Sandburg’s strong antiwar bias in the beginning years of the war. He was probably unable to publish some of his anti-war poems, such as “Planked Whitefish,” because of their brutal imagery and language.

When the United States entered the war in 1917, however, Sandburg and his wife broke with the anti-war Socialists. Sandburg later served as a war correspondent in Sweden, and he propagandized for the war in such poems as “The Four Brothers.” This poem, though immensely popular at the time, lacks the strong passion of his earlier anti-war poems.

With the rise of Fascism and Nazism during the 1930s, Sandburg’s sympathies were with the Loyalists in the Spanish Civil War. His “Nearer Than Any Mother’s Heart Wishes,” written during this period, reflects his deep concern for the human tragedies of war, although it was not published in his lifetime.

During World War II Sandburg propagandized for the Allies in such poems as “Open Letter to the Poet Archibad MacLeish Who Has Forsaken His Massachusetts Farm to Make Propaganda for Freedom” and “The Man with the Broken Fingers.” Though still opposed to war, with its senseless and deadly violence, Sandburg felt he had no choice but to support the Allied effort against what he saw as the greater evil of the Nazis and Fascists.

In the final poem in this section, “Grass,” a work often anthologized, Sandburg, writing of the grass covering the graves of soldiers used as “cannon fodder,” shows his sympathy for those who fought and were killed as well as his knowledge of Nature’s relentlessness.

PORTRAITS

An acute observer of people around him and an avid student of history, Sandburg read Browning’s masterful poetic portraits when he was a student at Lombard College and was also influenced by Edgar Lee Masters’s word portraits in Spoon River Anthology. Moreover, Sandburg was a journalist interested in writing about people, and the poems in this section show his deftness at characterization.

These poetic portraits range from pieces on Philip Green Wright, a professor at Lombard College who was one of the major early influences on Sandburg’s life and art, to Napoleon, Eugene Debs, Amy Lowell, Nathaniel Hawthorne, John Milton, Ezra Pound, Charlie Chaplin, and the Sandburg dog Dan. These vivid character studies, written in simple language, attempt to get to the essence of the person (or dog) being written about.

AFRICAN-AMERICANS

In his constant concern about the poor and disinherited in American society, Sandburg often wrote about African-Americans. This section contains a selection of these poems, several of which are dramatic portraits. They are wide-ranging in content, from “Jazz Fantasia,” reflecting the poet’s interest in music; to the fiery words of the ex-slave Sojourner Truth; to a folk prayer from Lang Syne Plantation in South Carolina; to a short poem about a simple woman called Cleo with her poetical evocation of angels; to the prophetess standing on Chicago street corners warning of destruction; to the much-abused Elizabeth Umpstead; and, finally, to the pro-union man Henry Stephens. In this series of portraits of African-Americans, common folk living in both country and urban settings, Sandburg shows some of them content with their lives and others defiant. Together, these poems offer stunning and diverse images of African-Americans.

In his pamphlet on the 1919 Chicago race riots and in the poem “Hoodlums” (included in the Poems of Protest section), Sandburg wrote about this terrible episode in Chicago history, in which thirty-eight people died, fifteen whites and twenty-three blacks. He understood the part that poverty played in white hatred and fear of African-Americans, and he knew that government did not protect its citizens of color. He wrote, “On the one hand we have blind lawless government failing to function through policemen ignorant of Lincoln, the Civil War, the Emancipation Proclamation, and a theory sanctioned and baptized in a storm of red blood. . . . And on the other hand we have a gaunt involuntary poverty from which issues the hoodlum.”

Sandburg denounced white hoodlums in “Man, the Man-Hunter.” This unexpurgated poem about a lynching was sent to Louis Untermeyer in 1920 for inclusion in his anthology An American Miscellany. Afraid that the language in the poem would offend both church groups and the Society for the Suppression of Vice, Untermeyer asked Sandburg to make revisions. Sandburg agreed to remove the offending language, but he wrote Untermeyer in March 1920:


 . . . it’s come over me clear the last two or three years that in a group killing of a man, in a mobbing, the event reaches a point where all rationale is gone; such a term as “anarchist” and “traitor” or “Boche” or “Englander Schwein” disappears and they babble hysterically only one or two epithets, in our language usually a tenor of “Son of a Bitch” with a bass of “Cocksucker.” Since some of the finest blood of the human family goes this way poets and painters have a right to try to employ it or at least not kid themselves about what actually happened at Golgotha. Since I’ve talked with men who were in the trenches and since I’ve seen race riots I am suspicious that the sponge of vinegar on the spear is a faked legend and what probably happened, if the historicity of Jesus is ever established, is that they cut off his genital organ and stuck it in his mouth. . . .



These poems show in vivid detail a Sandburg far ahead of his time in his passionate concern
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