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WALT WHITMAN, EDITOR
AT THE NEW-YORK ATLAS

STEFAN SCHOBERLEIN, STEPHANIE M. BLALOCK,
KEVIN MCMULLEN, AND JASON STACY

WHEN ZACHARY TURPIN DISCOVERED the journalistic series “Manly Health and
Training” in 2016,' one of the questions that remained was why Whitman would
have chosen the New-York Atlas as his venue for the publication. After all, schol-
arly commentary generally suggests that Whitman’s previous engagement with
the paper’s editor and proprietor, Anson Herrick, ended on particularly bitter
terms. Following a short stint as editor of the Aurora (the Atlas’s daily sister
publication) in 1842, Whitman made a quick departure from Herrick’s paper, a
move David Reynolds describes as “surrounded by infighting and backbiting.”?
Turpin thus wonders: “Why the Atlas, rather than some other paper—did it
pay the most? Was it the only paper willing to buy Whitman’s columns?” (3).
Even the topics covered in Whitman’s self-help-focused articles—primarily
diet, health, and exercise—were a noticeable departure from the Arlas’s regular
front-page offerings of serial fiction, urban sketches, gossip, and politics. Here
we present new evidence on Whitman’s relationship with the paper that might
explain this mystery: we believe that the Sunday paper chose to publish “Manly
Health” because Whitman was one of its editors.

The owner of the Arlas provides the first clue. In late spring of 1861,
Herrick published a multi-part series on the history of New York’s Sunday press
in the Atlas, then overseen by himself, his brother Hugh, and the English-born
poet Henry Morford. (Later, Herrick’s sons would join the operation.) In the
installment of May 12, Herrick turns his full focus to the staff of the Atlas,
providing an extensive, albeit not exhaustive, list of the paper’s collaborators. It
includes this passage, excerpted here in full (see Figure 1). In the center of the
paragraph, we encounter a familiar name: “Walt Whitman, whose dirty and
bestial ‘Leaves of Grass’ have since disgusted every decent man who has been
snared into reading them, and well entitled him to a term on Blackwell’s Island
under the statute against indecent personal exposures.”® The list then goes on,
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naming two dozen newspapermen and -women, who had been associated with
the Atlas in the more than two decades since its founding in 1838.

Wendy Katz, in her invaluable “Unofficial Index” to antebellum newspa-
pers, acknowledges this piece, noting that it contains a list of “other writers for
[the] Atlas.”* However, tracing the wording of this list carefully—and cross-ref-
erencing it with known editors and associate editors—makes clear that Whitman
i1s not just named as a “writer” for the Arlas, but indeed as one who “wielded
the pen at the desks of the Arlas.” This list is, then, not a list of contributors,
who periodically submitted writing, but of edizors. Herrick himself primes the

metaphor: “pen[s] at the desks” equal “pens . . . editorially employed.”

Duoriog the same cxtended space of time, it may
be supposed that many differect pens have been
aditoria}ly employed on the old ATras, at differ-
ent periods of its existence, in addition to the
lerge body of well-koowo antside contributors
who bave furpished matler for 1w oolumpg.
Without attempting te make a full list of those
who have at different times wielded the pen at
the desks of the ATLas, we may mention among
those involved in its earlier bistory, the nnmes of
Frederick West, Samnel J. Burr, Washington G.
Snether (all connected with its commengement);
Samucl Nichols ; Henry A. Buckiogham; 8. 8.
Southworth, now of the Mercery, whose “Joha
Smith, Jr., of Arkaneas"” popers, commenced in
the Buoston Moraing Post and other newspapers,
as correspondence, were contioued in the ATtLas:
George G. Foster, already mentioned ; Walt,
Whitman, whose dirty and bestial “Leaves of
Grass” bave since disgusted every decent man
who has been snared into reading them, and well
entitled him to a term on Blackwell’s Island
under the statute against indecent persona) ex-
posures ; Louis Fitzgerald Tasistro, a well-known
and soimewhant popular general writer and erary
Bobemian ; Lawrence Labree, s most laboriouns
writer, long a steady wheel-horse on the ATras,
who died about two years since at his residence
at Hoboken ; Zavarr Wilmshorst, an Eoglishman
of decided talent, who married the brilliant little
Getly Gay, (herself ap old contributor), and had
the bitter grief of buryiog her not many months
since ; David Wemyss Jobson, the “expert,” who
threw so many thorns ia the path of poor Lela
Montez, and not long ago temporarily filled an

English prison for libelling one of the arlsiocracy;
Williem Burnos, an admirable writer, apd. as|.
otherwise stated, one of the fouuders of the Dis- |
patch; James F. Otis, now for years conuected |
with the New Orleans Picayune. and the “Gemo-
tice” of that populsr jourpal, at present buried
under the wet-blanket of eecession ; Thomas L.
Nichols, the incaraate Bohemian who lately di-
vides bimself between Mary Gove, catholicism
and the water-cure : Themas J. Newhall, of the
New England press ; Thaddeus W. Meighan, one
of the best-known hard-workers of the New York
press, & slrong man in point of talent, but a
comet 10 eccentricity, who has just given up an
engagement on the Dispalch to mount the gra
jacket of & captain in Billy Wilson's Zouaves,an
“march through Baltimore”; and Elder S, D.
Bangs, one of the most variedly learned and ec.
centric men ever coonected with the press of this
oity, and who died from over-work and over-ex-
citement some four years ago. A.G. Seaman,
wentioned as temporarily oze of the propriotors,
wns ooe of the editors during bis connection ; and
Jobn A. Harrington, the somewhat well-known
“Mr. John Carboy” of the press of Philadelphia
aod this city, beld an engagement here uuntil
within a fow months past. The present working
editorial force employed upon the ATrAs consists
of Aneon Herrick, the founder; Hugh M. Herrick,
Clerk in the Court of Common Pleas, and brother
to the proprietor; and Henry Morford—%the Gov-
ernor,”—at prerent conspicuously connected as a
bigh-private with the Nineteenth Ward Home
Guard—who bas discharged the duties of Associ-
ate Editor sinee Avgust, 1860, to the entire satis-
faction of ali parties conoerned—bis own satistac-
tiom, cspecislly.

Figure 1: Excerpt from “The History of the Grandfather Atlas” by Anson Herrick
(New York Atlas, May 12, 1861).
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Although this “list of those who have wielded at different times the pen at
the desks of the Atlas” follows a vague chronology—beginning with the paper’s
“commencement” in 1838 and ending with the 1861 editors—individual “edito-
rial pens” appear slightly out of order. Some names might even be partially
misremembered: the “Thomas J. Newhall” at the close of Herrick’s list is most
likely Fames R. Newhall, who was also Whitman’s co-editor at the Aurora.®
Overall, however, the paragraph paints a compelling picture of an editorial
department in frequent flux. To make sense of this complex staffing history, we
have contextualized the 1861 list with contemporary newspaper data from the
1840s and 1850s and translated it into a graphic showing the tenure or possible
tenure (gradients) of each editorial voice:

o Tsitro
T Nchols soson “Ninen”
Mortore
B euhal e
Southvard arington
g Seamn
West

Ropes
Herrick

1840 1841 1842 1843 1844 1845 1846 1847 1848 1849 1850 1851 1852 1853 1854 1855 1856 1857 1858 1859 1860

Figure 2: Those “editorially employed” at the A#las [blue = named in 1861 editorial, green = (also) named
in paper as editor/associate editor, yellow = (also) co-owner of paper; color grading expresses chronological
uncertainty]. Note: the paper expanded from 4 to 8 pages between 1857 and 1858.

While the gradient ranges indicate a wide degree of uncertainty for some
“pen|[s] at the desks,” it becomes clear that editorships at the Atlas were
typically short: to be remembered as a “long and steady wheel-horse”’
somebody like Lawrence Labree only had to have been involved for around
five years. Most others likely spent somewhere between a season and a year at
the Atlas. With an editorial staff of around three or four at any given time (the
number of editorial staff present at the paper’s commencement and in 1861) and
a publishing run of over twenty years, a list like Herrick’s appears to be a fairly
accurate record of most of those who worked in an editorial capacity at the Atlas.
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Logically, there are three possible scenarios for Whitman’s editorial
employment at the Atlas: (a) Herrick conflated Whitman at the Aurora with the
Atlas (the papers shared an office); (b) an early tenure in the 1840s?; or (c) a late
tenure in the 1850s, likely parallel to the publication of “Manly Health.” We
find the third scenario to be most probable and will detail our rationale below,
arguing that there is sufficient evidence to claim a more involved relationship
between Whitman and the Atlas that helps explain why “Manly Health and
Training” appeared in its pages.

As Whitman’s only known contribution to appear in the Arlas,’
the 1858 health guide serves as a potential anchor for an uncredited editorial
tenure. At this point in Whitman’s career, he had, of course, already shifted
his public persona from dandy-newspaperman to poet-tough, rendering a
named editorship much less appealing to the image-conscious Whitman. While
Whitman tried to make his mark in the newspaperdom of the 1840s by getting
his name associated with leading papers, the Whitman of Leaves relied on such
work now largely as a means of subsistence and, occasionally, self-promotion.
His concurrent involvement with the Brooklyn Daily Times discloses a similar
disinterest in being outed as a hard-working newspaperman. While recalled as
an occasional editor of the Tumes by colleagues years after his tenure, an asso-
ciation even acknowledged by Whitman himself in an 1885 letter to Charles
Skinner, the poet’s name does not appear in in an editorial capacity throughout
the late 1850s.1°

Still, this does not mean Whitman saw this unattributed work as pure
hackery, especially in the Arlas. In fact, he seems to have treated publication
in the local press as a convenient medium for experimenting with new ideas
and formats, some of which were pursued with a degree of gumption that goes
beyond mere column-filling subsistence work. “Manly Health and Training,”
for example, does not appear to have been intended as a one-off series produced
for a quick buck, as its pseudonymous attribution and slap-dash style might
imply.

Indeed, there is a crucial editorial frame to “Manly Health” that is
(and has been) overlooked when the series is considered as a piece submitted
by Whitman the free-lance writer rather than Whitman as an editor of the
Atlas. 'The issue containing the last installment of “Manly Health” includes
an extended puff that employs the editorial “we” to promote “Mose
Velsor” and ensure the series survives the vicissitudes of a weekly paper.!
This editorial puff outs “Mose Velsor” as a pseudonym and offers insider infor-
mation about the composition of the series, connecting the origins of Velsor’s
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diet and exercise advice to the training
regimens of highly experienced athletes.
Effectively a postscript to “Manly Health,”
this puff piece promotes Velsor’s vision as
crucial, even existential, to the American
Man and the American Republic:

This may seem strong language but it is the result
of a deliberate thought and judgement. “Mose
Velsor,” in the course of his articles, well indicates
that the conditions called health and disease are
not trivial effects, produced by temporary caus-
es, but the results of long trains of processes and
influences. When a man is really ill, for instance,
although he is apt to lay it to some little cause,
of recent date, the undoubted truth is that what
really makes him ill, the foundation on which
the whole evil stands, has long been preparing,
layer by layer, for weeks and months, perhaps for
years. The manly frame, thoroughly prepared and
bred from boyhood to manhood, and then kept
in decent condition, would be innocuous to dis-
ease; but then it would indeed require all those
antecedents—of which how many cases could we
find, through New York city, or any city, or coun-
try either? Yet all this is vital, and that theory of
doctoring and medicating is nonsense which does
not involve it and make ‘“health, strength and
beauty,” familiar themes of daily habit and house-
hold knowledge, instead of keeping them for the
apothecarie’s shop and the doctor’s confessional.

It closes by disclosing its intent:

We believe it is the intention of “Mose Velsor”
to put these articles in shape for publication, in
handy and cheap book-form. Just now there is
among all classes of American young men, great
interest in this subject of MANLY TRAINING, and
we think a publisher would make a good and prof-
itable investment by bringing it out.

This somewhat lengthy piece, titled

A~ We invite tho specinl nttention of oue readers
to our new Revoiutionary story. ¢ Maerlan Monckton' ls
certainly one of Charles Burdeit's very Laal offoris, aud
will Topsy a caroful perusal. I hias Lhe rare weritof
being oot only bistorically true (n {ts charegiers, bul
worked up in such romantic style, sa to onchain tho at-
tention of the reacer. Agsln we eay, road Ii, and caro.

tully.

— ——

TIPORTANT ANXOUNCEMENT!
A PIRST.CLASS ORIGINAL WORK ON
MANLY TRAINING.

We commence this weok a series of Artlcles whioch cannot
be be'ter indicated than by tho alm stated in their own
boadin
0 TEACH THE SOIENCE OF A SOUND AND BEAUTIFUL

BODY.

This work is nol only origloal and of a bigh degres of
lirorary merit, but goes {nlo full practical details, giving
that specific advico In all departmonts of goneral iralning
for health, whoso rosult, If faithful y follow.d, would be,
for ovory man who reads it,

A NOBLE AND ROBUBT PHYSIQUE.

The articlas, which we shall conlinuo week afler wéek

ocoptain many things of direct application o

Young Men, Clerks, ”
Hechanics, Actors, Yocallats, and ail
Operatives o Faclorjes, Public Performers,

All Employcos In-doors, Lawyers, Preachors, &c.

Farmors, Literary Porsons,
Jenlomen, Middle.aged and Elderly Men,
&o., &~., &c.

To thegs—to all—the faols, laws, suggestions, &c., con-
veyed in the above work, will bs of pricoless value. For
what can bs more to & ruan than & perfect condition of health
and strength ?

Theso articles are for the People ; all cannot only ngfpre-
o'ato them, but saslly (olivw them. Techoical and medical
terms are avolded. Altor oaco commencing them, thoy
w.ll be found of an opgrosaing intcroet &3 any romance.

They give the great subject of Training for Health i4s dus
position, not as something morely for an occasion here and
thre, to fit A man for & race, a prige-Aght, &c. ; but as
A SYSTEM FOR QENERAL AND CONTINTAL USE AMONG

ALL YOUNG AND MIDDLE-AGED MEN,

This point is argued wilh coniumate ecloquence and
abliity.

Wo have said enough, we are eure, to make the reader
1ook with {nterast upon these caluable articles, which will
be continued for come wceks,

Figure 3: Ad for “Manly Health.”

193



WWOR VoL. 39 No. 4 (SPRING 2022)

“Athletic Men Wanted” (attached to this article in full), is then not so much an
editorial comment on “Manly Health” but the voice of the paper perpetuating
“Velsor’s” argument—and pitching it to potential publishers. It is our belief
that Whitman was the author of this editorial in the Ailas. We have assessed
“Athletic Men Wanted” using a computational stylometric approach, which
offers additional support for our claim of Whitmanian authorship.!?

Thus, it appears that Whitman was not primarily writing “Manly Health”
as a tossed-off piece for quick remuneration, as initial scholarship has suggested.!?
Instead, the publication of “Manly Health” in the Azlas seems to have been the
foregrounding of a more ambitious and free-standing project: a collection of
articles gathered into a book subsequent to its appearance in the Azlas—a “handy
and cheap” publication to carry in one’s pocket, notably similar to Whitman’s
vision for Leaves of Grass, a self-help guide to be read on the omnibus, at the
counter during a slow sales period, or in the workshop upon the close of the
day. In light of the doldrums into which Leaves had fallen during this period,
Manly Health—the imagined but ultimately unpublished book—begins to look
like another unrealized career path for Whitman’s writing life in the late 1850s.

A carefully laid out advertisement for “Manly Health,” published twice
at the start of the series’ run, on September 12 and on September 19, supports
this argument. As Turpin has observed, the ad was drafted in Whitman’s note-
books and seemingly transferred into the pages of the Arlas (“Introduction,”
156). Perhaps Whitman even set the type for this advertisement himself. These
ads are extraordinary for Herrick’s paper since, generally, even high-profile
contributions did not receive such treatment. A standard promotion appears
to have consisted of a 3—4-line manicule on the first page (see top of Figure
3). In contrast, the promotion of Whitman’s mini pamphlet is quite prominent
(bottom of Figure 3). It is telling that contributions like the one by Charles
Burdett, the popular journalist and novelist, did not receive as much effusive
praise and promotion as Whitman’s new venture did in the pages of the Azlas.
Clearly, the editorial promotion of “Manly Health and Training,” both through
the paper’s advertising of the series and the editorial puffing for its future, indi-
cates that behind the editor’s desk sat a motivating interest in the publication
and success of the series beyond the bounds of the paper itself.

Besides the technicalities of production and promotion, there are
thematic resonances between “Manly Health” and the Arlas at large that
might suggest involvement by Whitman. Throughout 1858, the paper also
frequently ran short “self-help” style tidbits, usually on the right side of its fifth
or sixth page, offering brief tips on health, happiness, and self-reform under
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Figure 4: Whitman’s clippings/notes on brain health and aging (Trent Collection,
Duke University Libraries).
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such titles as “Cultivate Cheerfulness” or “Work” (on the value of “honest
labor”).!"* In this regard, the Arlas echoed the more expansively edifying,
domestic, and health-related topics of other weekly papers during this period."
Some of these items might be read as anticipating “Manly Health”—such as the
piece of July 27, 1858, titled “Mental Over-Exertion” that argues that “over-ex-
citement of the brain,” especially in “literary men” and among youths, is an
“injurious” use of vital energy that has a negative effect on one’s longevity.'® This
claim compellingly presages Whitman’s “Too Much Brain Action and Fretting”
section of “Manly Health.”!” While this argument is by no means exclusive to
Whitman, it did occupy his mind: it appears on his famous notebook page on
the “Physique of the Brain from a Literary Life” via a clipping from the January
17, 1857, issue of Harper’s Weekly, titled, “Effect of Literary Occupation Upon
the Duration of Life” (see Figure 4).'® “Mental Over-Exertion” corresponds to
Whitman’s underlining in this Harper’s Weekly article. “Take Notice,” Whitman
suggests to himself in the margin. In this way, writings in the Atlas prior to
the publication of “Manly Health” seem to build on Whitman’s marginalia,
suggesting Whitman may have expressed his interest in these topics in the pages
of the Arlas months before his major self-help work appeared in print.

Indeed, for a paper owned and run by a man who by 1861 described
Leaves of Grass as an act of indecent exposure, the Arlas seemed quite partial
to Whitman and his work in the late 1850s. A brief item of 1855, for instance,
takes issue with the poet’s anonymous self-review in the American Phrenological
FJournal—which it seems to identify as such—and lets its readers know that those
writing for the Arlas do not feel “compelled to puff ourselves, or get our friends to
do it for us.” Still, there is little of the animosity by Herrick (who likely authored
the piece) towards Whitman that biographers like Reynolds have read into the
relationship: “We hope that Walter Whitman,” the note concludes, “whom we
really and truly regard as a friend, will not quarrel with us for our remarks.”*

But perhaps Whitman found a way around Herrick’s discouragement
of self-puffing, since the poet began receiving support from the Atlas shortly
afterwards. In addition to brief notices—like an excerpt from Thomas Butler
Gunn’s Physiology of New York Boarding-Houses (1857) that describes a “naughty”
lady who secretly reads Leaves,?° or a note about “Walt Whitman, one of the
most popular writers of the day” driving an omnibus?—one series stands out
in particular: “Fourteen Thousand Miles Afoot,” authored by Dr. William
Porter Ray,?? sub rosa as “A Peripatetic.” Ray did not serve as an editor of the
Atlas, but he was a frequent contributor between 1859 and 1861 (also writing
as “Tewksbury”). An M.D. and recently-fired Episcopalian presbyter,?> Ray
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not only name-dropped the poet repeatedly?* but also composed a defense of
Leaves that remains one of the most extensive, over-the-top pieces of praise for
Whitman prior to 1861 not authored by the poet himself.

The installment in question is later reprinted in Whitman’s promotional
pamphlet Imprints,? but has so far not been identified as from the Atas (Imprints
credits it just by the series title). Beginning with an admonishment of the Female
Moral Reform Society (“To such even an angel would appear indecent without
breeches”), the short essay quickly turns to Whitman. It is worth excerpting
here at length for three reasons: it discloses information about the poet that was
not public knowledge; it describes Leaves of Grass as a public-health interven-
tion; and it suggests Whitman was pursuing the Azlas as a promotional tool?° in
the late 1850s:

Nothing can more clearly demonstrate the innate vulgarity of our American people, their
radical immodesty, their internal licentiousness, their unchastity of heart, their foulness of
feeling than the tabooing of Walt Whitman’s “Leaves of Grass.” It is quite impossible to find
a publisher for the new edition which has long since been ready for the press, so measureless
is the depravity of public taste. There is not an indecent word, an immodest expression, in
the entire volume; not a suggestion which is not purity itself; and yet it is rejected on account
of its indecency! So much do I think of this work, by the healthiest and most original poet
America has produced, so valuable a means is it of rightly estimating character, that I have
been accustomed to try with it of what quality was the virtue my friends possessed. How few
stood the test I shall not say. Some did, and praised it beyond measure. These I set down
without hesitation as radically pure, as “born again,” and fitted for the society of heaven and
the angels. And this test I would recommend to every one. Would you, reader male or female,
ascertain if you be actually modest, innocent, pure-minded, read the “Leaves of Grass.” If
you find nothing improper there you are one of the virtuous and pure. If, on the contrary, you
find your sense of decency shocked, then is that sense of decency an exceedingly foul one, and
you, man or woman, a very vulgar, dirty person.

The atmosphere of the “Leaves of Grass” is as sweet as that of a hay-field. Its pages exhale
the fragrance of nature. It takes you back to man’s pristine state of innocence in Paradise and
lifts you Godwards. It is the healthiest book, morally, this century has produced; and if it
were reprinted in the form of a cheap tract, and scattered broadcast over the land, put into the
hands of youth, and into the hands of men and women everywhere, it would do more towards
elevating our nature, towards eradicating this foul, vulgar, licentious sham modesty, which so
degrades our people now, than any other means within my knowledge.?”

Printed half a year after “Manly Health,” this celebration of Leaves underscores
the similarities between “Mose” and Walt as well as their respective book proj-
ects, envisioned as “cheap tract[s], . . . scattered broadcast over the land, put
into the hands of youth, and into the hands of men and women everywhere” as
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a means to ensure physical and moral “health” of the young nation.

Likewise, Ray’s piece echoes a pressing concern of Whitman’s: an inability
to find a publisher for the “new edition” he is believed to have completed prior
to his 1860 trip to Boston. This frustration was certainly not public knowl-
edge beyond Whitman’s circle of personal acquaintances;*® we could locate no
contemporary newspaper that repeated this claim. Read alongside the Atlas’s
pitch to find a book publisher for “Manly Health,” it suggests that Whitman
doubled down on soliciting other voices to advocate on his behalf—sidestepping
any negative associations attached to his name and his reputation for self-puft-
ery.? Whitman’s editorial involvement with the Atlas would explain how one
of the paper’s frequent contributors had access to insider knowledge about the
poet’s plans and frustrations.

The Atlas retained some degree of inside knowledge of Whitman until
1860 when the paper’s tone towards him drastically changed. It was then, when
the editor John Adams Harrington (writing as “Mr. John Carboy”), for instance,
began to repeatedly attack Whitman as an “author of Bosh”?® whose work was
only fit to be read at the opening of the Japanese embassy, his “poems being
thoroughly incomprehensible to our people, may possibly be appreciated by the
Japan Princes.”?! Harrington later penned one of the earliest Whitman paro-
dies.’* Clearly, by 1860 Whitman had fallen out of favor. Herrick’s tone, as seen
in the 1861 editorial that opened this essay, followed step.*

Still, tantalizing bits of information in the Atlas suggest some personal
knowledge of Whitman’s activities even after this change of fortune. Indeed,
the Atlas printed the first public acknowledgement so far located of Whitman’s
trip to Boston to work with Thayer and Eldridge. Again, this acknowledgement
was part of a mocking attack by Harrington, who noted on April 8, 1860 (only
three weeks after Whitman’s departure): “Walt Whitman has gone to Boston
and will deliver a lecture upon his own genius, which he has appropriately titled,
‘A Stupidetta.’”?* Whatever contact the paper still had with Whitman or his
acquaintances, it was enough to have an inside scoop on the poet’s movements—
but not enough to know about the third edition of Leaves (which certainly would
have been welcome fodder for Harrington).?> Perhaps the parting wounds were
fresh, or perhaps Whitman had carefully withheld concrete plans for a third
edition from former colleagues at the Atlas now that the climate there had
turned against his work. Nevertheless, Whitman was still a topic of discussion
around the office of the Arlas by this period, and discussants seem to have had
some personal contact with Whitman or those close to the poet, enough so to
know his whereabouts, but not enough to know the reasons for his departure.
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Likewise, the claim that he was on a lecture tour acknowledges that Whitman
was known for fishing around for publicity through means other than poetry
alone, and that a series of lectures was not out of character.

It seems, then, that Whitman may have been “editorially employed”
around the time “Manly Health” was published (late 1858) and severed his ties
with the Arlas by or before the early spring of 1860 when its tone changes from
“Friend Whitman” to “Dirty Whitman.” However, the question remains: when
could Whitman’s tenure have started? In the absence of a large number of long,
overtly Whitmanian writings in the Atlas prior to 1858, we have identified the
following piece as potentially the earliest extant clipping that suggests Whitman’s
authorship. In the short news item, the only one on the subject we could locate in
digitized papers that year, there are two themes that recall Whitman’s Fack Engle
(1852): a critique of the contract system of street cleaning and the villainous
Richard D. Covert. As previously argued,®® the then-former lawyer Richard D.
Covert was very likely the blueprint for the character of “Covert” in Jack Engle
and “Revenge and Requital” (later “One Wicked Impulse!”), a real-life villain
who defrauded the Whitman family during Walt’s youth.?” In the short clipping
from the Atlas, Covert 1s finally getting his comeuppance:

Two Members of the Hoboken Council Board and Van Mater, and Street Commissioner
Whitney were arrested last week and taken to Bergen jail, in Hudson City, on complaint of
Richard D. Covert, coal-dealer in Hoboken, charging them with “malicious prosecution.”
The malicious prosecution amounted to nothing more than removing from the sidewalk
coal-dust and wood, by order of the Council, on the complaint of several citizens. We are
afraid that Mr. Covert has this time “put his foot in it,” and will have to suffer for false im-
prisonment. . . .8

This news item adds one more piece of historical evidence to the fictionalization
of this character in Jack Engle: as in the novella, Covert relies on the police to
enforce his nefarious plans. Certainly, Covert was far from being a celebrity or
even a well-known citizen—and the emphatic “this time” only makes sense for a
writer who had a good deal of knowledge of Covert and his usual misdeeds. For
the readers of the Arlas, it would likely have been a puzzling one-off comment.
While a lack of access to many sections of the Atlas’s run and a dearth of
expressly Whitman pieces puts a more assertive attribution beyond the scope of
this essay, we believe there is sufficient circumstantial evidence to suggest a likely
chronological frame for Whitman’s tenure as an editor of the Azlas, a tenure that
began around 1857 and concluded in late 1859 or very early 1860—thereby
putting it roughly parallel to a potential editorial tenure at the Brooklyn Daily
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Times.*® The prospect is logistically feasible, since the Times’s daily publication
schedule did not interfere with the Atlas’s weekly format. As such it provides
more biographical context about how Whitman, then in dire need of income,
managed to keep afloat.

We believe that the theory of a co-editorship of the Arlas in the late 1850s,
anchored by statements of the paper’s owner and supported by circumstantial
textual evidence, suggests the pages of Arlas as a crucial place for further explo-
rations of what may just be Whitman’s most generative period as a writer. Having
uttered his “yawp” to a largely indifferent public, he in these years was open to
experimenting again. Between 1857 and 1860, Whitman returned to the idea
that message trumps medium—musing, perhaps in the same vein as he did in
the famous notebook that sees the birth of Leaves of Grass: “Novel?>—Work of
some sort? Play? . . . Plot for a Poem or other work . . . . A spiritual novel?”*° One
might now want to add: Health tract?
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1 Zachary Turpin, “Introduction to Walt Whitman’s ‘Manly Health and Training’” Walt Whitman
Quarterly Review 33 (Winter/Spring 2016), esp. 161-164.

2 David Reynolds, Walr Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography (New York: Knopf Doubleday,
1996), 102.

3 [Anson Herrick], “The History of the Grandfather Atlas, and of the other Sunday and Weekly
Papers of New York City,” Atlas (May 12, 1861), 1. As Herrick was the only person who witnessed the
Atlas’s progress since 1838, he seems like the only feasible candidate for authorship of this piece.

4 Wendy Katz, “Arlas (Sunday Morning Atlas; New York Atlas),” Katz’s Unofficial Index to Antebellum
New York City Newspapers, katznewspapers.com/atlas.

5 The Brooklyn Daily Times, by then another recent employer of Whitman, also quotes the line
about “dirty” Whitman and likewise considers it proof that Whitman was “one of [the Atlas’s] . . .
editors” (May 18, 1861, 2).

6 Thomas J. Newhall was James R. Newhall’s ancestor—the latter Newhall would author histor-
ical scholarship about the former and may have used that name as a pen name. See Newhall’s Lin:
or Jewels of the Third Plantation (D.C. Colesworthy, 1880), 117. No “Thomas J. Newhall” could be
identified as writing for New York newspapers in the 1840s or 1850s. If he was a correctly named,

200



WWOR VoL. 39 No. 4 (SPRING 2022)

distinct person, he was likely a rather obscure figure, perhaps related to the Newhall of the Aurora.
For more on the editorial history of the Azlas (especially in its first decades), see Katz’s Humbug! The
Politics of Art Criticism in New York Ciry’s Penny Press ([New York: Fordham University Press, 2020],
esp. 164, 196) as well as her 2018 talk “‘All so juicy ripe . . . But none of them for me’: Whitman’s
Satirists and their Pleasures” (Transatlantic Walt Whitman Association Symposium, Dortmund,
Germany, 2018), available in transcript on her website.
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spring of 1848 in New Orleans. This incorrect attribution appears to be based on a misreading of
an oddly-worded passage in Rubin, who noted that “Aristides” wrote about Whitman—not that
he is Whitman (see: Joseph Jay Rubin, The Historic Whitmman [University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1973], 406). The pieces providing updates on Whitman are the “Brooklyn Affairs”
pieces of December 7, 1847 (2), January 23, 1848 (2), and May 6, 1849 (3). Additionally, John Thorn
has recently identified that Whitman copied elements from an 1845 piece from the Atlas for the
Aurora. In his assessment, Thorn “[comes] down on the side of plagiarism” and finds a Whitman in-
volvement with the Arlas in these years unlikely (“Walt Whitman, Plagiarist?,” Our Game, ourgame.
mlblogs.com/walt-whitman-plagiarist-ecf4d0bf9201).

9 The authors did not have access to many issues of the Azlas, most notably any issues between
mid-September 1857 and early May 1858.

10 Walt Whitman to Charles M. Skinner, January 19, 1885. Available on the Walr Whitman
Archive, ID: loc.03812.

11 “Athletic Men Wanted—An Article for the Old and Young, for Doctors, Teachers, &c.,” Atlas
(December 26, 1858), 4-5.

12 For more information on the method and the comparison corpora used, see: Stefan Schoberlein
and Zachary Turpin, “‘Glorious Times for Newspaper Editors and Correspondents’: Whitman at the
New Orleans Daily Crescent, 1848-1849,” WIWQR 39 (Summer 2021), 1-39. We employed a “most
frequent character trigrams” approach in the “classify”-function of the toolKkit stylo for R, using three
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frequent character trigrams. The percentage of attributions to Whitman by measure of distance are:
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13 “[N]ewspapers needed their columns filled, and Whitman was good at filling them” (Zachary
Turpin, ““‘Manly Health and Training’ and the New York Arlas,” Walt Whitman Archive, ed. Matt
Cohen, Ed Folsom, and Kenneth M. Price).

14 Atlas (August 15, 1858), 6.

15  See, for example, pieces likely by Whitman in Life Illustrated, including “The Opera,” November
10, 1855; “America’s Mightiest Inheritance,” April 12, 1856; “School Discipline,” April 26, 1856;
and his series “New York Dissected,” July-August, 1856.
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16  Itreadsin full: “Severe or long-sustained thought is injurious both by the direct over-excitement
of the brain, and by leaving less nervous energy available for carrying on the ordinary vital processes.
Occasional strain on the mind may be little felt in health, when the powers of nature are quickly re-
stored by food, rest, sleep, and variety of occupation. In time, however, over-exertion of thought will
tell unfavorably on the strongest constitution. Literary men and others who are subject to constant
mental fatigue are rarely healthy or long-lived, except through extraordinary care and prudence,
for which such persons, with all their knowledge, are seldom remarkable. It is very common to find
hard students and laborious thinkers men of feeble or irritable nerves and general debility of system.
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or studious. Life is generally short when the mental faculties are early developed and imprudently
tasked in youth. There are also dangers to health in the opposite extreme of indolence and inactivity
of mind. It is with the mind very much as with the body, moderate exercise is conductive to health,
while over-fatigue or inactivity are both unfavorable” (Arlas [July 27, 1858], 3).

17  Atlas (December 19, 1858), 6.

18  Trent Collection of Whitmaniana, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library,
Duke University, MS 4 to 148; Frey p. 66, item 24. The clipping argues against an over- or un-
der-exertion of the brain and connects Greek philosophers’ long lives to how they “altered their time
between abstruse studies . . . and conversations and speeches in the midst of their fellow-citizens
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source for “Manly Health,” specifically, the “Brain Action” section—and its central argument can
already be located months prior to that in the Arlas. See “Effect of Literary Occupation Upon the
Duration of Life,” Harper’s Weekly 1.3 (January 17, 1857), 34.

19 “A Reviewer and a Poet,” Atlas (November 25, 1855], 2. It should also be noted that even prior,
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New Orleans Crescent as “capital” and calling him a “gentleman” (“New Orleans Daily Crescent,”
[May 14, 1848], 2), noting the founding of the Freeman (“Free-Soil Paper,” [September 10, 1848], 2)
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volume (her property) always opens to that naughty poem. And when, on one occasion, your copy
of Walt Whitman’s ‘Leaves of Grass’ disappeared for three whole days, she it was who brought it to
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Houses,” Atlas [July 12, 1857], 1). In Gunn’s book, this passage appears on pages 105-106 (New
York: Mason Brothers, 1857).

21 “Items of Local Interest,” Atlas (April 3, 1859), 4.

22 For a short obituary, see “Death of Dr. William Porter Ray,” The New-York Times (March 5,
1864), 3.

23 The reason for his canonical suspension is only described as “circumstances” that came to
the church administrators’ attention in 1858 (The Protestant Episcopal Quarterly Review, and Church
Register, vol. 5 [New York: H Dyer, 1858], 571). In a letter to the editor of the Episcopal Recorder, Ray
defends himself by saying the oddly phrased dismissal “notice may leave a false impression,” and
that he “was suspended . . . for no criminal or immoral conduct, as those terms are employed in the
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ordinary speech of men, but for alleged eccentricities of character, peculiar theological opinions, and
cosmopolitan habits which have been acquired through my German education and long continental
travels” (“Messrs. Editors,” Episcopal Recorder [September 18, 1858], 98).

24 For example: “to borrow an apt expression from Walt Whitman” (A Peripatetic, “Fourteen
Thousand Miles Afoot,” Atlas [July 10, 1859], 1); “The greater part of his [Osborne’s] jokes, like
Walt Whitman’s poetry, will not bear recital to a promiscuous audience” (A Peripatetic, “Fourteen
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Walt Whitman, infernally lazy” (A Peripatetic, “Fourteen Thousand Miles Afoot,” Atlas [July 10,
1859], 2); etc.

25 Leaves of Grass Imprints: American and European Criticisms on “Leaves of Grass,” ed. Walt
Whitman (Boston: Thayer & Eldridge, 1860), 51-52.

26 The Atlas was not the first weekly paper that Whitman used for self-promotion. See, for
example, from Life Illustrated, a review of Leaves of Grass from July 28, 1855; “Annihilation of Walt
Whitman,” December 15, 1855; “Walt Whitman’s Article,” April 12, 1856; a reprinting of a positive
review by Fanny Fern, May 17, 1856; and an announcement of the appearance of the second edition
from August 16, 1856. Life Illustrated was owned by Fowler and Wells, the publisher of Whitman’s
second edition of Leaves of Grass.

27 A Peripatetic, “Fourteen Thousand Miles Afoot,” Arlas (May 15, 1859), 1.

28  Whitman discussed his publishing frustrations and desire to bring out a third edition of Leaves
of Grass in a July 20, 1857, letter to Philadelphia abolitionist and Fourierist Sarah Thorn Tyndale
(1792-1859): “Fowler and Wells are bad persons for me.—They retard my book very much.—It is
worse than ever. I wish now to bring out a third edition—I have now a hundred poems ready (the last
edition had thirty-two.)—and shall endeavor to make an arrangement with some publisher here to
take the plates from F. & W. and make the additions needed, and so bring out the third edition.” See
Walt Whitman, The Correspondence, ed. Edwin Haviland Miller (New York: New York University
Press, 1961-1977), 1:44.

29 Considering Whitman’s turn towards health (“Manly Health”) and self-help pseudoscience
(animal magnetism, phrenology) in these years, William Porter Ray deserves more scrutiny from
Whitman scholars. A Harvard-educated medical professional turned religious scholar turned ram-
bling writer with a penchant for religiously-justified transgressiveness almost reads like a foreshadow-
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30 “Patent Hash,” Arlas (March 4, 1860), 1.

31 “Japan Embassy Coming,” Atlas (April 1, 1860), 1. The unsigned piece echoes Harrington’s
signed critique of Whitman as “author of Bosh” by translating one of his most famous terms: “A
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32 It is titled “Soul-Gush—A Poemet” and parodies Whitman’s work in the Sarurday Press. It
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/ Stretch of illimitable stuff which, soiling the snow / Whiteness of the ruled papyrus pure and un-
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33 In November, about seven months after the Boston firm of Thayer and Eldridge published
the third edition of Leaves, Whitman is explicitly dubbed the author of a “dirty” book in the Atlas.
Reacting to the news that the New York Saturday Press, a bohemian newspaper edited by Henry
Clapp Jr., was folding for financial reasons, a writer for the Atlas seems to partly blame the Press’s
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