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Powerful poetry does not only originate from physical sight of our surroundings but also from our heart and judgments. Poetry is an effective tool in expressing an individual’s deep feelings and thoughts that are locked away from society. One of the greatest American poets, Walt Whitman, fully utilized this idea by expressing his true inner feelings and experiences through his poetry. Whitman continuously struggled throughout his life to find his calling and express what he truly felt while at the same time trying to gain approval from the public. To be more specific, some of his more famous and notable poems include “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer,” “I Hear America Singing,” “O Captain! My Captain!” and “Cavalry Crossing a Ford” which help exemplify his personal experiences and thoughts. Throughout the duration of his life, he was able to project his experiences from the Civil War and nineteenth-century America and objectives such as individuality and unity into his work as he published numerous articles and poems including several updated editions of Leaves of Grass. 
Walt Whitman began his journey in West Hills, Long Island where he was born in 1819, the second of nine children. Whitman and his family had moved several times including one of the most important moves to Brooklyn. His career in newspaper printing and writing originated in Brooklyn. Before then, he attempted to teach in schools and shadow his father in carpentry, however he was more drawn to the area of printing and editing. Eventually in 1846, for two years he worked as the editor for the Brooklyn Eagle which was considered a very popular paper that reflected the views of the Democratic party. Later on, he worked in New Orleans on several other newspapers extending his career in printing and writing. In addition, he worked in Washington and published Democratic Vistas which was centered around his opinions on social and cultural issues.  At one point, during the Civil War, he worked as a nurse in the army hospitals in Washington D.C. while his brother George fought in the war for the Union. He decided to fill this position to be closer to his brother and in addition had experienced scarring situations and occurrences due to the tragedies of the Civil War. As a result, Whitman decided to use these sad and personal experiences as the bulk of his poetry throughout his writing career in order to fully attract the attention of his readers. (Parini, 333-334,336-337,348).
Although Walt Whitman’s accomplishments and status are debatable, he is famous for his many editions of Leaves of Grass. Leaves of Grass was a collection of Whitman’s poems that he worked on from his first published edition in 1855 to his deathbed. Over the years, he edited each edition to consist of more and more of his work as he continued to write new material; with every new publication came a larger number of pages and poems than the previous edition. This book was divided into several parts, each containing specific poems that follow the topic of those sections. In addition, the majority of his poems feature the effects of the Civil War, however the most prominent theme is the individual in nature. Individuality was a huge idea of Whitman’s that he feverishly expressed. Moreover, Whitman was known for having some type of musical style or rhythm to his poems and “he thinks too that the poem is in a sense an oration, meant to be “sung” or declaimed” (Parini 337). Whitman always believed that his poetry should be expressed in a relaxed manner where words and phrases flow freely. It is up to the reader to follow along with his words in a smooth and calming style and evolve from their meanings. Whitman succeeded in this area with the help of parallelism or the repetition of his rhythms and ideas. Although many readers of his work criticize his poems, there are still numerous individuals who applaud his accomplishments in writing and regard him as the national poet of America. In his fanatics’ eyes, he really is “the spokesman for the tendencies of his country” (Parini 353). Disregarding his possible sexual preference, Walt Whitman consists of several traits that every American upholds such as intelligence, optimism, political and religious faith, self-belief, and self-doubts. He and his poetry combined reflect the differences in American culture and in turn supports each difference with a balance in society. 
For Whitman, one of his most profound poems is “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer.” In this poem, Whitman describes the main character sitting in a lecture room being shown different charts and diagrams, however he decides to leave the room and venture off to the outdoors at night. Then the individual gazes up at the stars and contemplates on the unknown world around him. Scott Trudell, the author of the critical essay on “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” suggests that the poem “presents a speaker who is distanced from the unity of all things, and who is admonishing and discontent in his observations about the world around him” (Trudell 12). The speaker of the poem leaves the lecture room purposely in that he was dissatisfied with the content being presented to him. In a sense, the so-called student was annoyed and tired with the material he was being taught therefore the speaker chose to leave the classroom and mold his own new experiences. The stars in the sky became the student’s new teacher and taught the speaker a valuable message that the lecturer in the classroom could not address: individual spirituality. Each star was individually shining, however all together they glow in unison thus reflecting the theme of individuality in unity. In the end, the individual came to accept the new lesson being learned through nature in perfect silence. Walt Whitman would support this message in that he was an advocate of individuality and the unification of people, or to be more exact, America. To be more in depth, Whitman was a strong supporter of the Union of States in addition to the freedom of each human being within that combined group. The line in the poem where the speaker strolls off on his own specifically highlights Whitman’s individuality perspective.
Another poem of Whitman’s that expresses individuality is “I Hear America Singing.” In this poem, Whitman describes several different laborers at work in nineteenth-century America singing to their own individual tunes as they perform their everyday duties. Once the working day is done, they can all enjoy their night lives by spending it together. Primarily, the central theme of this poem is living the American dream and the idea of freedom that each American is entitled to in addition to the embodiment of “Whitman's vision of the country as a whole” (Semansky 1). Whitman expresses each every day worker happily working while singing his or her own song that none of the other workers possess. Regardless of race or gender, every worker has his or her individual role or “song” but in the end they all function as a unit and “sing” in unison. No matter what each individual’s job is, every worker is valued for his or her talents and accepted by the community, which in turn provides for a more stable and hospitable setting amongst the townspeople. Their melodies blend as one to mold the idea of a unified America, which is exactly what Whitman hoped for. Whitman was a firm believer of democracy especially when considering the hard-working middle class. He always hoped for equality and unity of the American people and, as we know, was a large supporter of the Union.
One specific poem that concentrates on the Union and the Civil War is “O Captain! M Captain!” More specifically, this poem centers on Abraham Lincoln and his assassination by John Wilkes Booth. However, Whitman meshed this tragic event into a setting at sea with Lincoln as captain of the ship and Whitman himself a shipmate attempting to revive him as he [Lincoln] is dying. Clearly the poem states that there was a victory due to the ringing bells and cheering citizens at some point during the Civil War, however a great loss was occurring at the same time: Lincoln’s death. Hochman states that Whitman expresses the individual “I” differently. He transitions this perspective to a private “I” due to the fact that he was the only witness of Lincoln’s death in the poem. More importantly:
“The transition, from a totalizing self that attempts to merge with the world to a privileged self, came about because Whitman realized that Lincoln, with his presidency and dying, did for the country what Whitman had wanted all along to do with his poetry: maintain the Union” (Hochman 5).
One of Whitman’s main focuses was to keep the unity of the Union as well as America itself. Whitman had a strong admiration for President Lincoln in that they were both Unionists who strongly urged for the unity of the states during the Civil War. However, with the failed but hopeful “merge” with President Lincoln, Whitman felt he lost in the battle in unity which leads him to “walk with mournful tread” (Hochman 5) from the ship after Lincoln’s death. Whitman’s attempt to unify America was through poetry while Lincoln’s more effective approach was through accomplishments as President and speeches followed by his assassination which in the end came to unite the country. Compared to Lincoln, Whitman felt he was unsuccessful because he was a poet. He felt he had to personally demote himself to a lower standard. Therefore, in some of his poetry, he tried to use President Lincoln as the main topic to attempt to unify the Union after such a tragic occurrence. 
	Other than the assassination of President Lincoln, the Civil War created numerous stories of the horrors of war which Whitman had experienced first-hand. These saddened stories are portrayed in several of his poems including “Cavalry Crossing a Ford.” This poem is one of several that Whitman constructed about the aftermath of the Civil War. In this poem, a group of soldiers form around a river while their horses stop to drink from it. On the opposite side of the river, an army of soldiers appear with their colonies’ flags hanging high in the sky.  “While Whitman also appeals to the senses by describing the flags in detail, this final image is also a symbol: it can be said to represent the Union Army's goal for a unified America as well as the idea of war itself” (Blevins 6). Whitman expresses once again his glorified idea of unifying the Union through the description of the flags that the soldiers carry across the river. Even though it seems that a battle is about to occur, Whitman still finds a way to discover beauty and tranquility in nature with the river, cavalries, and horses. There is a somewhat peaceful moment that the overall poem seems to capture and illuminate thus supporting Whitman’s vision of beauty in all of nature and human beings. The truly remarkable thing about Walt Whitman is after experiencing the horrors of the Civil War up-close, he continuously discovers unity, beauty, identity, and individuality amongst the American people and in nature and incorporates these themes into his work.
Overall, Whitman addresses his ideas of individuality and unity in each of his poems with a large number of them also containing Civil War or nineteenth-century American references. His main accomplishment, his many publications of Leaves of Grass, will forever be his trademark in the history of America’s writing. All of his works consisted of the idea of a united America, a concept he stressed for most of his life. He always believed in individuality and the importance it had on each and every person. Whitman considered himself a very unique individual and attempted to portray images of himself in his own poetry. However, his portrayal of himself in his writing was altered in that it did not fully exemplify him as the real individual that he was. To be more in depth with individuality, certain poems for example “I Hear America Singing” helped in showing that every person has their own “song” or voice to be heard even when everyone is working together as a group. The expression of individuality by Whitman is a very beautiful reflection especially when portrayed during the nineteenth-century during times of war. Additionally, exemplifying beauty in nature even during war times helps to distinguish Whitman’s character and his reasoning for writing poetry. In the end, Walt Whitman is considered a well-respected poet and continues to be viewed as one today.
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