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WHO IS “W.”?: QUESTIONS ABOUT WHITMAN’S FIRST 
KNOWN PIECE OF PUBLISHED JOURNALISM

In Specimen Days (1882), Whitman reminisces about his early newspa-
per days and the delight he experienced upon seeing his first published 
articles in print: 

I commenced when I was but a boy of eleven or twelve writing sentimental bits 
for the old ‘Long Island Patriot,’ in Brooklyn; this was about 1832. Soon after, I 
had a piece or two in George P. Morris’s then celebrated and fashionable ‘Mir-
ror,’ of New York city. I remember with what half-suppress’d excitement I used 
to watch for the big, fat, red-faced, slow-moving, very old English carrier who 
distributed the ‘Mirror’ in Brooklyn; and when I got one, opening and cutting 
the leaves with trembling fingers. How it made my heart double-beat to see my 
piece on the pretty white paper, in nice type.1

The Journalism volumes in the Collected Writings of Walt Whitman
include none of the “sentimental bits” he wrote for the Patriot, since 
only one issue is extant from the June 1831-September 1832 period 
during which Whitman was associated with the paper, and that issue 
has nothing identifiable as Whitman’s.2 The earliest known piece of 
Whitman’s journalism, then, has up to now been identified as the 
brief “The Olden Time,” which appeared in the New-York Mirror in 
the November 29th 1834, issue. It is signed “W.,” and appears in the 
“Original Communications” section of the paper. The Journalism
volumes print it as Whitman’s sole contribution to the Mirror and place 
it as his first published piece of journalism, dated to when Whitman 
was only fifteen years old.3

The identification of Whitman as the author of this article has 
been based on the fact that it is signed “W.” and that Whitman had 
begun work as a compositor in New York City perhaps as early as 1834.4 

Herbert Bergman, editor of the Journalism volumes, provides addi-
tional reasons why he believed “The Olden Time” was by Whitman: 
Whitman used the phrase “the olden time” in other pieces, including 
an 1846 article in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle and an 1845 piece in The 
American Review; Whitman “had lived in Suffolk County and was 
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interested in Long Island history,” which is consonant with the focus 
in the piece on Smithtown in Suffolk county; and Whitman often 
expressed an interest in “the aged ‘patriots’ who ‘are left as visible 
and speaking mementos of their brethren.’”5 The article reports on 
“a Negro Harry” who died in 1758 at the age of “at least one hundred 
and twenty years,” and who “remembered New-York, he said, when 
there were but three houses in it.” The article also records the death 
in 1762 of “one John Crockeser, an extremely aged person,” who had 
gone hunting in “a wilderness, where [there] is now a city.”

Nick Hentoff, a New York attorney and collector of literary first 
appearances, recently found another piece in the Mirror signed “W.” It 
appeared a month earlier, in the November 1, 1834, issue, also in the 
“Original Communications” section of the paper, and its title—“New-
York in the Olden Time”—contains the same “The Olden Time” 
heading of the other article.6 It consists of a long description of—and 
paraphrases and excerpts from—a book “done about the year 1700, 
by a reverend gentleman who had visited New-York, as the chaplain of 
Governor Andros7 and the few English Episcopalians which could be 
found in a land then so new, and so generally Dutch.” “W.” identifies 
the author of the book only as a “Rev. C. W.,” who arrived in New 
York in 1678. While “W.” does not identify the book beyond this, it is 
in fact A two Years Journal in New-York: And part of its Territories in 
America, by Rev. Charles Wolley (London: John Wyat, 1701), identi-
fied on the title page only as “C. W.” 8 “W.” quotes Wolley’s descrip-
tion of early New York and adds a parenthetical commentary on it: 
“The city of New-York he found as large (what a vague measurement) 
as some market-towns in England, and all built the London way.” 

It might seem, then, that “New-York in the Olden Time” is also 
by Whitman, confirming the poet’s late recollection that he published 
“a piece or two” [emphasis added] in the Mirror. All the reasons that 
Bergman offers for identifying “The Olden Time” as Whitman’s apply 
equally well to “New-York in the Olden Time.” They are the only 
two prose articles in the Mirror signed “W.”9 and, like “The Olden 
Time,” “New-York in the Olden Time” would highlight Whitman’s 
antiquarian streak, so evident in many of his later journalistic writings, 
including Brooklyniana, a long series on Brooklyn history published 
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in the Brooklyn Standard in 1861-1862. Hentoff’s discovery of the 
earlier piece by “W.,” then, initially appeared to be a major contribu-
tion to our understanding of Whitman’s work, offering us what now 
would become the earliest known piece of Whitman journalism. 

There is a significant problem with this identification, however, 
one that in fact puts in question Whitman’s authorship of either piece 
in the Mirror. Soon after making his discovery, Hentoff found yet 
another and even earlier piece in the Mirror signed “W.,” this one 
appearing in the October 25, 1834, issue.10 Instead of another piece of 
prose journalism, however, this contribution by “W.” was a poem—
four quatrains of conventional verse called “The Morning Serenade,” 
in which the speaker awakens his lover by describing the dawn of 
a new day. It does not sound unlike some of Whitman’s very early 
newspaper verse, but this particular poem is in fact identifiable: it is 
by Thomas Richard Whitney, republished (with slight alterations) 
in his 1844 poetry collection called Evening Hours.11 Whitney (1807-
1858) was a New York City engraver,  journalist, poet, fiction writer, 
and politician, a prominent figure in the Native American (later just 
“American”) anti-immigrant party (the Know Nothings) and elected 
to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1855.12 He was an editor and 
publisher at the New York Sunday Times (starting in 1844-1845), the 
Sunday Morning News (1847), and The Republic magazine (1851), 
which he founded. 

When, in 1834, the twenty-seven-year-old Whitney initially 
submitted “The Morning Serenade” to the Mirror, the editors 
commented in their “To Correspondents” section (a kind of ongoing 
chat with readers and contributors about what kinds of writing would 
and would not work in the paper): “We do like ‘The Morning Serenade,’ 
and yet we will not ‘put it in the Mirror,’ as the writer bids us, unless 
he will send us other and still better ‘tastes of his quality.’”13 This 
comment appeared in the October 4 issue, and the poem appeared in 
the paper three weeks later. Clearly, Whitney did send the editors other 
samples of his writing after October 4th, which the editors must have 
liked and so published all three contributions by the end of November. 
Since the “W.” initial clearly is attached to Whitney in these weeks, 
it is likely that he was the author of the poem and both of the “Olden 
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Time” pieces. The “piece or two,” then, that young Walt Whitman 
published in the Mirror remain unidentified.14

NICK HENTOFF                       New York City 
ED FOLSOM The University of Iowa  
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