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Walt Whitman's Civil War Prose


When Walt Whitman began his trip down to Fredericksburg in 1862, he would not have anticipated the enormous changes it would bring to his life and his work. His years visiting DC's Civil War hospitals would cause his health to deteriorate dramatically, challenging his image of himself as “now thirty-seven years old in perfect health” (“Song of Myself” 188). His work would now be heavily devoted to making sense of the Civil War, the death of so many young men, and the nation's recovery. The three most popular works relating directly to his Civil War experiences are Drum-Taps, his book of Civil War poetry published in 1865; Memoranda During the War, a collection of modified journal entries published in 1875-76; and Specimen Days, another prose work that incorporated much of Memoranda, but did not confine itself to his war experiences, published 1882. These works, though, only scratch the surface of Whitman's extensive war writings, and his constant reexamination of his war experiences. His journals and correspondence while in DC are of course the most spontaneous of his works, especially the journal entries, which are often merely a few words scribbled down on whatever notebook he had on hand. As early as 1863, though, he was publishing work about his experiences in the hospitals through various newspapers, what he termed “scribbling” (Correspondence 83). In articles like “Our Wounded and Sick Soldiers” and “The Great Army of the Sick”, Whitman begins what will be his long process of creating an official version of his experiences. As Whitman was driven to reiterate, “I would like to give lists of cases... but it is impossible without making a large volume, or rather several volumes” (“Our Wounded and Sick Soldiers 1). He never, however, published a large prose volume on his war-time experiences, his largest work dedicated solely to his war prose being the fairly modest Memoranda which weighs in at 68 pages including notes.


Both because of the large amount of material that was available to Whitman whenever he went to write his Civil War works and because of the numerous published works that touch on his experiences nursing the wounded, it is striking that so much material is constant throughout the many manifestations of his war-time prose, in events retold and the very words used to describe them. It would seem, despite Whitman's comment to Traubel that he never left his hospital days, that he evolved a publicly acceptable version of his experiences, which from the beginning, limits his plethora of experiences to a handful of often-retold anecdotes. The reasons behind the limited published scope of his experiences and behind the decisions on what to include and what to drop are unclear. However, a look at the evolution and relative stability of his published hospital narratives does shed light on Whitman's famous claim, made most clearly in Specimen Days, that “the real war will never get in the books” (802). An initial encounter with this claim is sure to find it a preposterous claim at the least, coming as it does at the end of a vivid and honest chronicle of his hospital work, but when considered as Whitman's acknowledgment that he will never write his “large volume, or rather several volumes” on his experiences, it becomes an honest piece of commentary on his inability, or unwillingness, to tell everything that he found important about his nursing years.


The piece of prose that most casual readers are likely to approach for an account of Whitman's hospital and Civil War experiences is arguably Specimen Days. Although Memoranda During the War is more explicitly about the years involved, it is not the preferred text for a few reasons. The first issue is one of availability. Although by no means definitive proof of Specimen Days availability over that of Memoranda, a quick search through the online retailer Amazon.com shows 359 books containing the keywords “Walt Whitman specimen days”, and significantly for the e-book revolution, two Kindle store results. The books are overwhelmingly works that are either the text of Specimen Days and Collect or collections of works by Walt Whitman. By contrast, only 98 books are listed when the search is conducted with the words “Walt Whitman memoranda during the war”.  The reason, perhaps, for the markedly more available copies of Specimen Days  and also for the preference of this work is to be found in the scholarly society's tendency to take later works as more authoritative and therefore preferable. Whitman himself prepared the misleadingly titled Complete Prose Works in 1892 and selected Specimen Days for inclusion over Memoranda. Because in main of this decision of Whitman's to privilege this particular incarnation of his war related prose, Specimen Days is used as the basic work here.


A few words, then, about Specimen Days, or more specifically on the sections pertaining to Whitman's war prose. Consisting of seventy three pages, the section starts with “Opening of the Secession War” and ends with his reflective section “The Real War Will Never Get in the Books”. In between these two sections are such diverse pieces as a letter to a dead soldier's mother and an evocative description of the White House as seen by moonlight. Overwhelmingly, however, the notes tell about the wounded soldiers he nursed and the war that brought them to him. In Whitman's final prose incarnation of his war experiences, the reader encounters the pile of human limbs that is a particularly striking image, and the first truly vivid Whitman experience that the reader receives (736). He has struck an uneasy balance between spontaneous journal entries and thoughtful revisions, most evident in his habit of tidying up loose ends. For example, in his section entitled “Down at the Front”, he observes “In the door-yard... are fresh graves... their names on pieces of barrel-staves or broken boards, stuck in the dirt. (Most of these bodies were subsequently taken up and transported north to their friends.)” (736) The narrative, such as it is, is arranged in chronological order, made up of notes that are only related because of the overall arc of Whitman's war-time and nursing experiences. There are accounts of him handing out a variety of treats to the soldiers, from small sums of money to foods including oranges and ice cream (769). 


Whitman's other book of war prose, Memoranda During the War, is contained almost in its entirety in Specimen Days. There are such minor rearrangements of material as the assimilation of the “Notes” of Memoranda into the body of Specimen Days, placing, for example, “Convulsiveness”, a remark that his work reflects the generally disjointed sense of the war, on page 799, right before his closing statements. Other changes are literary in nature. The section previously mentioned of “The White House by Moonlight” appears on Memoranda page 11: “I wander about a good deal, especially at night, under the moon. To-night took a long look at the President's House[ - and here is my splurge about it.]” (part in brackets is removed in Specimen Days 742).


Indeed, the two works are so similar that a page by page comparison is comparatively uninteresting, as the changes are variously minor changes in capitalization (in Memoranda, Whitman had a habit of capitalizing various nouns that, in Specimen Days, he changed to a lower case), rare deletion of a sentence, and rearranging of the order of the sections. It is notable that he decided to edit Memoranda only six years after publishing it, but many of the changes can be attributed to the project of assimilating the text into a larger work.


Only a year before publishing Memoranda, Whitman published six articles on the the war called “'Tis But Ten Years Since” in the New York Weekly Graphic. In 1943, Thomas Mabbott and Rollo Silver published an article which highlights the material that is not incorporated in either Specimen Days or Memoranda. Although a significant amount of the six articles are used in the other prose works, there are more differences between the articles and the books than between the books themselves.


The articles, of course, do not incorporate a great deal of  material that the books incorporate, simply because they would not at that point be articles, but books themselves. However, there is a significant amount of material that Whitman chooses not to include in his books. For the most part, the discarded material consists of opinion pieces, such as the section in the first article titled “Points of Relief Already.” This section is surprisingly venomous, celebrating the fact that the Civil War has put an end to what he identifies as two particularly irritating groups of people: “Fire-Eaters” and Abolitionists. He characterizes the former as “blusterers, braggarts, windy, melodramatic, continually screaming in falsetto” while the latter are “a fierce, unreasoning squad of men and women, quite insane” (Mabbott and Silver 53). He also remarks on the “fetid condition of everything [political] from 1840 to '60”, abusing Fillmore and Buchanan (54). A final puzzling voice is an undisguised arrogance, of superiority for his knowledge, as demonstrated by his closing comment in the first article “In my next paper, after itemizing the prompt uprisal at the North, I shall bring back First Bull Run” (55, emphasis added).


The most significant changes to recorded events touch on a much debated subject for Whitman scholars, and evidently Whitman himself: that of Whitman appropriating another person's firsthand account as his own. Most famously noted in Whitman's eye-witness account of Lincoln's assassination. As Whitman was in Brooklyn at the time of the President's assassination, he could not have witnessed it himself. Instead, he borrows his lover Peter Doyle's narrative of the shooting in Ford's Theater, using it in his Lincoln lectures starting in 1879 (Kaplan 1374). In “'Tis But Ten Years Since”, Whitman uses secondhand accounts of the battle of Fredericksburg and of “the exact account, hitherto unpublished” of a short sea battle between the Alabama and the Hatteras (Mabbott and Silver 58). 


Whitman's account of the battle of Fredericksburg, the impetus for his trip south, occurs in other works, notably in Memoranda, although the phrasing changes considerably. In the article's depiction of the battle, it is clearly from a soldier's point of view, with phrases like “we lay upon the contested field” and “we crossed the river in good order to our old camp” (57). In Memoranda, the reference to the battle itself is limited mainly to the noise of the battle: “The perfect hush of the just-ending night was suddenly broken by the first gun, and in an instant all the thunderers, big and little, were in full chorus, which they kept up without intermission for several hours” (6). Finally, in Specimen Days, a personal depiction of the battle is completely absent.


Whitman's account of “The Scene Shifted from Land – Specimen Case of a Rebel Capture at Sea” is, by comparison, a far more substantial account, consisting of several paragraphs. The narrative, as Mabbott and Silver suggest, is probably from an acquaintance that he describes in a letter to his mother on March 31, 1863, a boy that he describes as “a young master's mate, who was on the Hatteras” (59). In this account, the Alabama, a Confederate ship, lures the Hatteras, a Union steamship, alongside by identifying itself as a British ship, then firing on the unwitting Hatteras. The ship is taken as a prize back to Kingston and the Union crew is paroled immediately upon capture. The narrative seems to depict the whole thing as a lark, although Whitman does cite the casualties as “two men killed and eighteen wounded” (58). A rather unsettling paragraph details the nationality of the crew of the Alabama, perhaps trying to exculpate the American rebels, who only accounted for eight of the one hundred fifty eight men (58). The remainder, Whitman says, are mostly English, “no Irish...or very few indeed”, “two or three Austrians, and one Italian” (58). The list reminds the modern reader of one of the more unpleasant sides of Whitman, the racist Whitman, the xenophobic Whitman who is at least trying hard to point out good Irish men when he comes across them. It seems unlikely, however, that Whitman excluded this narrative from his later books out of a desire to be politically correct. Since, as previously noted, he never seems to question his authority to tell Peter Doyle's account of Lincoln's assassination, it seems equally unlikely that Whitman discarded it merely on the basis that it was not his account. One might speculate that, as Whitman does not spend time in Memoranda or Specimen Days observing the navel action of the Civil War, perhaps he felt that this one incident would be out of place in the overall collection.


Moving further back in time, Whitman published, on December 11, 1864, an article in the New York Times entitled “Our Wounded and Sick Soldiers”. This article, one of those written partially out of the need to acquire funds to distribute to his soldiers, gives a series of small snapshots of the wounded and the important battles that delivered the boys there. Surprisingly, this early article contains a great deal of material that is word for word in Specimen Days. One event is particularly noticeable, as it is not apparently one that is about a person that Whitman knew personally, that is, the incident in which an incautious visitor passes out after he sees a graphic wound. Not only is the same incident reiterated, it is told using the exact same language: each says, “I saw, the other day, a gentleman, a visitor, apparently from curiosity, in one of the wards, stop and turn a moment to look at an awful wound they were probing, &t. He turned pale, and in a moment more he had fainted away and fallen on the floor” (“Our Wounded” 2, Specimen 752). The only difference is the deletion, in Specimen Days, of the “&t” at the end of the first sentence given above. Another notable verbatim usage is the numbers from the article's section called “Amount of the Two Years' Visits”, which lists his visits to the hospitals as “over 600” and soldiers visited as “80,000 to 100,000” (2) These are the exact figures used in Specimen Days' “Three Years Summ'd Up” (799). Since approximately two thirds of the article is used in Specimen Days, it is worth noting what did not make the cut. Two of the largest cuts are the regular complaints that he is lacking the space in the article to explain things properly, and his advice to those who would be Hospital Visitors. Almost every section in the article ends with some variation on the refrain that he does not have enough room; a few are “I might give a long list of special cases, interesting items of the wounded men here, but have not space”; “my notebooks are full of memoranda of the cases of this Summer... but space forbids my transcribing them”; and“my sketch has already filled up so much room that I shall have to omit any detail account of the wounded of May and June, 1864” (1-2). 


There is little mystery as to why the visiting instructions were cut. They were presumably removed for the most part because they were no longer relevant when published in 1882. However, the instructions that he gives are worth noting because of the superior tone he adopts. “The work of the Army Hospital Visitor is indeed a trade, an art, requiring both experience and natural gifts, and the greatest judgment. A large number of visitors to the hospitals do no good at all, while many do harm” (2). Here, the injunction against young women that is seen in Specimen Days section “Female Nurses for Soldiers” is less tactfully put in the section labeled “Assistance – More on Hospital Visiting as an Art”: “Some hospital visitors, especially the women, pick out the handsomest looking soldiers, or have a few for their pets” (2). Although Whitman tempers this statement by saying that of course a visitor will like some of the patients more than others, but one should not neglect any others because of that. He also is far more careful to point out that the gifts, and especially the food, that he gives out must be carefully chosen. This aspect of “Army Hospital Visitor” as a privileged role is more or less nonexistent in Specimen Days.


Another aspect of the article “Our Wounded and Sick Soldiers” is the fund-raising that he undertakes. He mentions pointedly “I only wish they [his donors] could see a tithe of the actual work performed by their generous and benevolent assistance, among those suffering men” (2) Near the end of the article, he has a section entitled “Little Gifts of Money” which tells the familiar story of Whitman giving the broke soldiers small sums to buoy their spirits. Usually in Specimen Days, however, money is not the only gift discussed at a time.


The ending of the article discusses a few of the hospitals in New York, instead of DC. Whitman has some sharp criticism for one, the Brooklyn City Hospital, which he says is deficient in “cleanliness, proper nursing, watching, etc.” and that Sunday dinner consisted of the singularly unappetizing meal of “rice and molasses” (2). By comparison, the only mention of an insane asylum is a positive one, grouped in with Brooklyn General Hospital and “other public institutions” (2).


An even earlier article, the final to be examined here, was published in the New York Times on February 26, 1863. In this article, the familiar remark that “by far the greatest proportion (I should say five-sixths) of the patients are American young men” is followed by the injunction to treat the the soldiers well. A description of a hospital is undertaken, having strong echoes in Specimen Days. The Patent Office hospital is described, already after the fact. The majority of the article is concerned with the story of “J.A.H., of Company C., Twenty-Ninth Massachusetts”, who suffered from diarrhea so badly that he was ultimately sent up to a DC hospital, a fate reserved for those in desperate need. Through the journey, J.A.H. is treated poorly, until he finally collapses under the cruel treatment of the hospital officials that insist on him bathing before he can have a cot. Although the story may seem simultaneously disgusting  and melodramatic, Whitman's handling of the narrative makes it sweet, sad, and unhappily common. Whitman positions himself as the boy's savior, willing to give him a kind word when the boy was too depressed to bother living. In this article, Whitman focuses himself on just one case and accomplishes his goal as well as he did in his other article, with none of the distracting complaints about space restrictions. After closing the story of J.A.H, Whitman deplores how few people visit the soldiers in the hospital, a contrast to his 1864 article. He ends the article with a short angry attack on the doctors and other hospital officials that take advantage of their positions of power, either by neglecting their patients or by abusing their power; Whitman cites a doctor “who prohibited the men from all enlivening amusements; I found him sending men to the guard-house for the most trifling offence (sic)” (1).


While Whitman published several other pieces during his time in DC, these examples will suffice. The source material for all of these prose works (and many of the poems) is found in Whitman's journals and his correspondence. Whitman's journals were kept several at a time, so that he would jot his thoughts into whichever one was handy. Because of this, the journals are not really in chronological order, but rather a hodge-podge of perhaps several year's worth of notes. Whitman's journal entries also tend to be in very condensed prose. Take, for example, his entry for Saturday, May 16th, 1863: “letter from dear mother, & one from George   bundle from home   wrote to Mrs Sarah A Hudson Rock City Falls, Saratoga co N.Y.   at Armory, – death scene in ward E.” (Grier 535). With this combined problem of unclear chronology and vague prose, the journals are themselves difficult to consult.


Whitman's letters are by far more approachable. They were written to a variety of people, including his mother and family, his friends from Pfaff's, associates or friends donating money for the soldiers, and letters to the soldiers themselves. Whitman models a different side of himself for each of his recipients, the caring, helpful son to his mother and the boastful, jovial friend to Fred Grey and the other friends in New York being two particularly compelling identities. Through letters to his mother like the one he wrote May 18, 1864, the reader encounters an ailing and depressed Whitman that is usually excluded from his books. In an anguished tone that is a surprise to readers used to Whitman's assertive voice, he says, “Mother, I see such awful things – I expect one of these days, if I live, I shall have awful thoughts & dreams” (Miller 224). Whitman's deteriorating health is seen as it occurs, rather than hidden away as it is in Specimen Days. By 1864, he began to feel very poorly indeed, and was home for a while near the end of that year, right about the time that “Our Wounded and Sick Soldiers” was published, as evidenced by his remarks on the New York hospitals that he had visited. It is one of the more interesting choices that Whitman made in his manipulation of his war-time experiences, that his own illness and tiredness was amputated from the later texts. Perhaps, in keeping with his 1882 addition to “Song of Myself” of his age as thirty-seven, Whitman was fighting against his public's and his own perception of himself as a frail old man. So much of Whitman's ideological talk is wrapped up with his image of his body that it may have been easier for him to erase at least literary references to his age and failing body than adjust his theories and beliefs.


A comment in another letter to his mother suggests another aspect of failed health that he was not comfortable with depicting in Specimen Days. In his letter to her, dated June 7, 1864, he writes of the wounded arriving from the Wilderness, “one new feature is that many of the poor afflicted young men are crazy, every ward has some in it that are wandering – they have suffered too much, & perhaps it is a privilege that they are out of their senses” (231). Both comments, that there are soldiers returning from battle insane, as well as Whitman's thought that it may be a kindness that they are no longer sane, are nowhere in Specimen Days. The reader ought to wonder why Whitman is only encountering soldiers suffering from PTSD (as that is almost certainly what they are suffering from) now, in June of 1864. The reason is not clear, although it is possible that the “new feature” is merely the higher rate of sufferers, not their entire presence. An interesting possibility is raised that Whitman did not want to deal with the issues of insanity, especially in relation to the year when he had his brother Jesse committed to King's County Lunatic Asylum (Pannapacker). 


Although Walt Whitman is primarily remembered as a poet, his prose works, as substantial a body of work as they are, should not be neglected. The examination of his Civil War writings, specifically, is a particularly profitable activity, especially because of the variety of writings that are pertinent to the study. While the work that he deemed his final prose attempt at relating his hospital experiences, Specimen Days, is his most well known prose piece of Civil War writings, the newspaper articles, letters, and journal entries that show the evolution in his thinking are important both for the light that they throw on Specimen Days and the information that they include that was neglected in his official prose. As Whitman grew older and the experiences of the Civil War grew farther away, perhaps his initial idea for a complete record of his Civil War years became too colossal a task. Perhaps he felt that even a complete record would be flawed or biased, although these would not have been Whitman's main concern, as he was not a modern historian. While it seems that he really wanted to develop a work that showcased his war-time memoranda, it also seems that it became too hard to return to his bloodstained notebooks and the deaths of all the boys he loved. Luckily for his devoted modern day readers, there are many sources that supplement Whitman's Specimen Days, showing new faces for Whitman, and new concerns.
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