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	CHAPTER ONE

	Introduction

	 

	" Afoot and light-hearted, I take to the open road

	Healthy, free, the world before me..." 

	— Song of the Open Road by Walt Whitman

	 


Many believe Walt Whitman to be America's greatest poet as well as one of the most influential writers of the 19th century. During his lifetime, he wrote a "great masterpiece of American literature," Leaves of Grass. Whitman revised Leaves of Grass for decades, adding and removing poems over the years. 

	Whitman was a multi-talented individual who contributed to the press as a journalist and volunteered in war hospitals. All of these experiences contributed to his unique perspective, which comes through in his poetry. 

	Whitman was born in 1819 to a large family in Long Island. Due to his family's financial problems, Whitman quit formal schooling at the age of eleven so that he could get a job and support his family. From a young age, Whitman loved to read. According to Dr. Roy J. Carver, the Professor of English at the University of Iowa, Whitman "learned by reading books he took out of lending libraries and by visiting museums and by walking the streets of New York and Brooklyn. He learned typesetting as a teenager and published his first newspaper articles in his mid-teens." As he got into the world of journalism, Whitman "developed a style of directly addressing his readers, something he would carry over with him to his radical new kind of poetry. That poetry drew from his journalism and from hearing orators speaking around the city. Whitman dreamed of becoming an orator himself and made notes for many speeches about America and democracy."

	In the mid-1800s, Whitman began working on Leaves of Grass, a project that would take him the rest of his life. 

	Professor of literature at American University in Washington, D.C., and self-proclaimed Whitman aficionado Marianne Noble says, "He invented a new way of thinking about poetry." And adds that "his long lines, his extremely simple diction, his brash championing of the natural dialect of Americans — all of this affirms people and fills them with self-esteem."

	Whitman's works have been around for decades, but his poetry's structures are still being imitated by poets today. Whitman is unique in the way he weaves together ideas about sex, religion, love, nature, and human dignity. In fact, Whitman's poetry has been read and admired by many well-known people, including poet laureates and politicians. Many American authors have said that Walt Whitman was an influence on their work, praising his innovative structural approaches and expressing appreciation for the sensitive topics he tackled. In a letter to Walt Whitman in 1855, Transcendentalist movement founder Ralph Waldo Emerson said, "I greet you at the beginning of a great career." Whitman later acknowledged Emerson as a key poetic influence.

	The famous poet of the late 19th and early 20th century, Ezra Pound, composed a poem on Whitman called "The Pact." Despite the fact that Whitman passed away before Pound was born, his poetry had already achieved great renown in the literary world, and Pound read his work often. Pound's initial distaste for Whitman's rough poetry was quite public. However, Pound acknowledged Whitman's impact and how he laid the ground for his own career in "The Pact." To sum up Pound's feelings about Whitman, he called him "America's Poet" and stated "He is America" in an essay titled "What I Feel About Walt Whitman."

	Similarly, Walt Whitman's poetry had a significant impact on the early writings of 20th-century beat poet Allen Ginsberg (best known for "Howl"). When Ginsberg wrote "A Supermarket in California," he wrote it to Whitman.
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