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“BUILDING THE HOUSE THAT SERVES HIM
LONGER”: A HISTORY OF WALT WHITMAN’S
TOMB

MAIRE MULLINS

—PEESESI—

““‘Was it heavy enough? Do you think it will keep me in?’”
—Walt Whitman to Dr. William M. Reeder

“So Long!”

WALT WHITMAN DIED ON FRIDAY, MARCH 26, 1892; his funeral took place four
days later, on March 30, 1892. Whitman’s plans for his final resting place,
however, began to take shape four years before his death, in early December
1889, when he started to think seriously about what he called his “burial house.”?
In letters and conversations with friends and acquaintances, Whitman’s ideas
gradually evolved into what would become a carefully constructed above-
ground tomb that included individual vaults for the remains of his parents, his
brothers George and Eddy, his sister Hannah, and his sister-in-law Louisa Orr
Whitman. The completion of Whitman’s tomb represented the culmination of
a complicated series of decisions.

Whitman cultivated his literary legacy in his last years through corre-
spondence, publication, friends and visitors, and an attentive reading of the
newspapers and periodicals that mentioned him. His concerns about his brother
Eddy (1835-1892) and his sister Hannah Whitman Heyde (1823-1908) were tied
to the precarity of his own financial situation as well as theirs. His relationships
with Harleigh Cemetery Superintendent Ralph Moore and the Philadelphia-based
Reinhalter Company that constructed the tomb evolved over the four years that
went into its planning and construction, from warmth and trust to concerns about
fraud.

The location of Whitman’s tomb, its design, and its cost are topics that have
received significant critical and biographical attention, but a close examination of
the process as it unfolded in the years prior to Whitman’s death, as well as recently
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uncovered materials, provide a more complete account.’ In the midst of health
challenges and financial concerns, Whitman nevertheless made careful decisions
about the location of his cemetery lot: he worked with the Reinhalter Company
to design his tomb, oversaw the building of the tomb, and paid for the tomb.
None of this was easy. This essay will trace the story of Whitman’s tomb, provide
new historical documents, reevaluate the biographical narrative surrounding its
creation, and provide the first comprehensive history of Whitman’s final state-
ment to the world.

A Biographical Postmortem

Whitman’s biographers focus mostly on the cost of the tomb and the above-ground
placement of Whitman’s body, especially since the latter seems to contradict Whit-
man’s professions in Leaves of Grass about blending into the earth at death. Most
famously, at the end of “Song of Myself,” Whitman writes, “I bequeath myself to
the dirt to grow from the grass I love, / If you want me again look for me under your
boot-soles.” Bliss Perry, one of Whitman’s earliest biographers, notes that “Many
friends who contributed, out of slender means, to his weekly support—since his
brother George proved unwilling to help him—were surprised to find that in 1891
he had spent nearly $4000 on a massive tomb in Harleigh Cemetery.”> George R.
Carpenter offers a different interpretation of the expenditure, stating that Whit-
man had set aside a small fund “that provided for the future of his brother [Eddy]
and paid for the granite tomb which he had built, and in which he desired that
his bones should rest, together with those of his mother and father.”® Gay Wilson
Allen states that “Whitman wanted his family united in death—as it had never
really been in life.”” As Allen also points out, however, Whitman “made no plans”
to place his brothers Jesse, Andrew, and Jeff in the tomb (Allen does not mention
Whitman’s sister Mary Elizabeth Whitman Van Nostrand, buried in Green Hill
Cemetery, New York). Ultimately, Whitman’s family was partially united, with
Whitman’s parents, Louisa and Walter, on either side of him, his brother George
and George’s wife Louisa and their infant son Walter (November 4, 1875-July 12,
1876), his sister Hannah, and Eddy all placed in burial vaults within the tomb.
Allen concludes by praising Whitman’s prescience regarding the tomb’s design
and location: “He knew that if Leaves of Grass lived—and he thought it might—
his tomb would become a shrine, as it has. He showed good judgment in choosing
the simple design from Blake, with a triangular capstone, and the location at the
base of a small hill covered with laurel and oak trees.”®
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In his biography, Walt Whitman: A Life, Justin Kaplan provides a more
extended account, devoting his second chapter to Whitman’s “Burial House.”
Revising a sentence of Whitman’s from an article Whitman had published in
the New York Herald, Kaplan writes, “Whitman’s tomb too was a special and
self-chosen utterance.”® Whitman’s decision to build the tomb may have been
a response to the “neglected burial grounds” of his LLong Island ancestors as
well as to the desecration of cemeteries due to urban displacement and to grave
robbers; the “violated and neglected grave,” Kaplan affirms, “had become a
constitutive metaphor” and was evident “even in Whitman’s earliest work.”!°
The Civil War, too, was likely a factor in Whitman’s decisions; he had written
about hastily created battlefield graves in Drum-Taps.!! These accumulated
experiences, Kaplan concludes, help to explain the solidity of Whitman’s tomb,
“stark, elemental and secure.”? Kaplan’s analysis provides contextual back-
ground for Whitman’s evolving understanding of death and his attitudes about
the treatment of the dead. Whitman’s poem, “To Think of Time” provides an
example: the first edition of Leaves of Grass (1855) simply presents the poem as
the third in a sequence of twelve; in the second edition (1856), the poem is titled
“Burial Poem”; in the third edition (1860), “Burial”; and in the fifth edition
(1871), Whitman gave the poem its present title. In all of the editions of Leaves
of Grass, this section is present:

To think how eager we are in building our houses,
To think others shall be just as eager, and we quite indifferent.

(I see one building the house that serves him a few years, or seventy or eighty years at most,
I see one building the house that serves him longer than that.)!?

These lines perhaps capture the ways Whitman’s views on tomb building
changed over the decades. At first a metaphor for the body (that lasts “seventy
or eighty years”), the reference shifts to become a metaphor for the process of
constructing the tomb that houses the body.

David Reynolds calls Whitman’s tomb “impressive,” noting that it “seems
to give literal meaning to the flouting of death,” citing lines from “Song of
Myself”: “My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in granite, / I laugh at what you
call dissolution, / And I know the amplitude of time.”'* Reynolds is sharply
critical, however, of Whitman’s motives when he turned to his good friend
Thomas B. Harned, an attorney, to assist him with the final bill for the tomb."
Of this incident, Reynolds writes, “Once more, Whitman fell back on a capi-
talist supporter to bear him through a thorny financial situation.”'® Reynolds
overlooks two crucial factors—it was Harned’s legal acumen, not his wealth,
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that Whitman most needed at this time; and Harned was not a “supporter” but
was a close friend. Moreover, Whitman was not well; his health was in decline,
and when the final bill was presented, Whitman was less than a year away from
death. His friends, naturally, were protective not only of his physical health but,
more importantly, his emotional well-being while this matter was being sorted
out. Reynolds asserts that Whitman had “little now but shrewdness to carry him
through,”'” but this is a misreading of both the situation and of Whitman’s char-
acter. Whitman was beloved by a wide network of friends who stepped forward
to assist him in his last days, to shield him from discomfort and to assure that he
had ease of mind as he was dying.

“On a Lattle Wooded Slope”

Most prominent citizens of the Camden/Philadelphia area in the 1880s and
1890s were buried in West Laurel Hill Cemetery (1869), the more recent version
of Laurel Hill Cemetery (1836). As Geoffrey M. Sill points out, Harleigh Ceme-
tery followed the model of “parklawn” cemeteries, “designed with curving drives,
broad expanses of lawn, and artificial lakes”; most importantly, the cemetery
was in a rural location away from “crowded” urban church burial grounds.’®
It was part of a larger trend in American culture that saw “the emigration of
the dead from city graveyards to rural cemeteries”—a development praised by
Whitman, who had celebrated a number of rural burial sites in his early newspa-
per writings.!”” Opened in 1885, Harleigh Cemetery copied the designs of Mount
Auburn (1831) and Laurel Hill Cemetery, with winding, circular-shaped drives
and careful attention to the natural landscape. Internal fencing was prohibited,
as well as the duplication of monuments or elaborate statuary; these regulations
developed over the course of the nineteenth century.?° In August 1886, the West
Jersey Press noted Harleigh Cemetery’s peaceful setting: “The burial ground of
the past adds gloom to misery but at Harleigh Cemetery there is an opposite
effect which is to cheer and comfort the sorrowing heart. A cemetery of 50 years
ago makes one shudder in contrast with those of modern date.”?! Impacted by
both the rural cemetery movement of the 1830s and the lawn cemetery move-
ment of the 1840s, the names of the lanes in Harleigh Cemetery reflect the
wider cultural emphasis on cemeteries as a place of solace and retreat: “Dale
Drive,” “Forest Lane,” “Tanglewood Drive,” “Shady Ave” (see Figure 1).

The first mention of Harleigh Cemetery as a possibility for Whitman’s
final resting place occurred on December 5, 1889. According to Horace Traubel,
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Whitman described the day as “dull,” aside from a “visitor from Harleigh
Cemetery,” an account that Traubel describes as “exceedingly comical”:

‘We had quite a talk. He wishes to give me a lot in the Cemetery, I to write a poem on it.” I
called it a ‘curious bargain’ and W. assented merrily, ‘I know it is, but I promised to consider
it favorably. So you folks had better be prepared now for the worst!’ I inquired, ‘Haven’t you
a lot at West Laurel Hill?> ‘Very likely. I am very careless of my possessions. I have a farm
somewhere which I have never seen—and lots, the Lord knows where. A more possessing
man, you see, than you thought I was!’?

There 1s no evidence that Whitman owned a farm or a lot at West Laurel Hill,
however, nor is there evidence that Whitman crafted a poem in exchange for the
lot in Harleigh Cemetery, although Whitman continued to write poems up until
a few months before his death.

In a series of letters, mostly to his friend Richard Maurice Bucke, Whitman
described his visits to Harleigh Cemetery. In a letter to Bucke dated December
7, 1889 (just two days after his “comical” visit with the cemetery representative),
Whitman writes, “Bright sunny perfect day—have just been out an hour or two,
a drive in a smooth cab in the rural roads & to Harleigh Cemetery—enjoy’d it
well.?? Three weeks later, on December 21, Whitman notes John B. Wood?* and the
Cemetery Superintendent Ralph Moore visited him at Mickle Street: “they propose
to give me a lot & I wish to have one in a small side hill in a wood—& am going
out soon to locate it—am impress’d pleasantly with the Supt: Mr Wood—nothing
special.”® Probably Wood offered Whitman a lot without charge in an effort to
promote Harleigh Cemetery by offering lots to famous public figures. Three days
later, on December 24, 1889, Whitman chose the lot: “Yesterday went out (two hours
drive) to the Harleigh Cemetery & selected my burial lot—a little way back, wooded,
on a side hill—lot 20 x 30 feet—think of a vault & capping all a plain massive stone
temple, (for want of a better descriptive word).”?® Even before he met with the
company that would help design and build his tomb, then, Whitman knew he
wanted a “massive stone temple.” Whitman’s lot was nearly double the size of the
9 x 18 foot lots that had been sold in the Granite LLawn and Marble Lawn sections
of Harleigh Cemetery, priced at $60.%” Wood tucked a map of Harleigh Cemetery
with Whitman’s lot marked on it into a letter to Whitman dated December 24,
1889 (Figure 1). The map reads, “Entirely on Landscape lawn / Plan,” reinforcing
the cemetery’s natural setting and indicating the location of trees, a lake, and a
spring-like creek that flows into the lake. In his letter to Whitman, Wood asked
Whitman to name the spring (marked with a star on the top left part of the map)
and the “old tree” which Wood drew, near the word “Spring”:
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When your brain is weary please put on the map the name of the spring, which is about where
the star is, and when it is very active, please do not forget the old tree, and name it. I have
tried to put its gnarled form on paper, not at all like it for fear I should interfere with your
work, but yet a sort of sign post to it. Below is the old willow and pine.?®

Whitman’s cemetery lot, located in the southwest corner of the cemetery, is
close to the cemetery office and in a section of the cemetery demarcated as
“Wood Lawn.” The Camden Daily Telegram took note of Whitman’s visit to his
“Burial Lot” and his choice of a lot (Figure 2). Four months after he chose the
lot, Whitman received the deed—*“(so that is settled for),” he noted in a letter to
Bucke.”

Harleigh Cemetery was less than two miles away from Whitman’s house
on Mickle Street. Aside from the generous offer of a free lot from the Cemetery
Manager and the Cemetery Superintendent, its proximity to his home was prob-
ably one of the main reasons Whitman chose it. Whitman told Traubel that the
distance from Mickle Street to the cemetery was “a mere walk—you can easily
go it—why two or three years ago I should not myself have thought it much of a
walk.”® Whitman loved to visit the lot, often going for carriage rides with a driver
and a few companions to view it. In the mid- to late-nineteenth century, visits to
cemetery grounds were not unusual, even if one were not visiting deceased family
members. Because of the rural and park lawn cemetery movements of the 1820s,
1830s, and 1840s, cemeteries were considered havens of greenery, and preceded the
development of municipal parks.’® The frequency of Whitman’s visits to Harleigh
Cemetery may also be understood, then, as part of a wider shift in cultural attitudes
toward cemeteries. Thomas Bender notes that “America’s rural cemeteries were
explicitly designed for both the living and the dead.” In addition to their natural
setting, lawn cemeteries appealed to Americans because of their location on the
outskirts of the city or town. Their proximity yet separateness from urban centers
allowed visitors to get away for a brief period in order to refresh their spirits. “You
have entered a realm of quietude, melody, and beauty,” one visitor noted.*

Several factors impacted Whitman’s visits to Harleigh cemetery: the weather,
his health, and access to a driver. If the weather was sunny, Whitman enjoyed
seeing Harleigh Cemetery and viewing the lot he had chosen. In letters to friends,
he recorded how much he relished these visits and how frequently they occurred:
“Bright sunny perfect day—have just been out an hour or two, a drive in a smooth
cab in the rural roads & to Harleigh Cemetery—enjoy’d it well—.”>* Excursions to
Harleigh Cemetery usually began in the late morning, around 11 a.m., and lasted
for about two hours. Whitman noted the following in a letter to Richard Maurice
Bucke: “When the weather is right I go out lately—to-day have been out f'm two
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to three hours—start at 11 abt—Stopt at Harleigh Cemetery to look again at my
burial lot—(it suits me)—.”* Sometimes Whitman’s digestive system hampered
his ability to leave his house, even for a brief two or three hours; other times his
health did not allow for a visit. He writes to William Sloane Kennedy: “Bad days &
nights with me—neuralgic sick head ache in addition to other ails.”*® Excursions
to the Cemetery had to be planned because Whitman could not drive himself.
Sometimes Ralph Moore, the cemetery superintendent, would take Whitman, or
he would go with friends, or with his housekeeper Mary Davis.*’

There were other reasons, too, why Whitman chose Harleigh Cemetery. He
liked its wooded landscape and its newness, which allowed him greater latitude
in the choice of lot. Instead of deciding on a more noticeable location, he care-
fully selected a lot that was in a dell, off by itself, telling Traubel, “I think they
wanted me to go in the open, in some prominent place, conspicuous—but I went
deep in the woods.”?® This comment echoes the theme of many of Whitman’s
poems, especially the poems of the Calamus cluster.”® Whitman told Traubel that
he viewed the cemetery superintendent, Ralph Moore, favorably because Moore’s
sensibility was similar to his own: “Moore is not bitten with the art-side of life: not
sacrificed to that bane of all literary, artistic ambition: elegance, system, conven-
tion, rules, canons. In that respect, he is our man.”*° Whitman wrote to his friend
John H. Johnston that his “burial vault” was “on a little wooded slope™! apart
from the main paths of the cemetery, while also remaining distinct.
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Figure 1: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Cemetery map.
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Figure 2: Camden Daily Telegram (Camden, New Jersey), Dec. 27, 1889.
Designing Whitman’s Tomb

Early on, Whitman had envisioned his tomb as “a vault & capping all a plain
massive stone temple (for want of a better descriptive word).”*> While Whitman
had the general design of the tomb in mind, the specific details were decided
during a meeting Whitman had with the monument designer J. Reinhalter &
Co. of Philadelphia. On July 23, 1890, Whitman wrote to Richard Maurice
Bucke: “—Did I tell you that a monument designer, Phila: has bro’t me a design
for the Cemetary vault (do you remember Blake’s ‘Death’?).”*> More than likely
Reinhalter proposed a variation on William Blake’s engraving, “Death’s Door,”
and it caught Whitman’s interest (figure 3).%

The solidity of Blake’s square portal design for the entrance to the tomb
may have appealed to Whitman. Blake’s roughhewn square door with two
columns on either side topped by a horizontal column was translated directly
into the design for the entrance to Whitman’s tomb. While there is no statuary
on the top of Whitman’s tomb, it possesses a triangular shape that conforms
somewhat to the rocks on which the figure in Blake’s illustration reclines. Later,
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while visiting the cemetery, Whitman asked his good friend Nellie O’Connor,
““What do you think of it, Nellie?’ Explaining, ‘It comes from far back—way
back—into the East into the earliest Greek. It was my own choice, after I had
looked at all the elegant tombs—monuments.””*

Figure 3: William Blake, “Deaths Door,” composed 1805. Copy 1, 1805. Collection of Robert N. Essick.
Copyright © 2023 William Blake Archive. Used with Permission.
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Whitman’s plans continued to develop in the next several weeks. In a
letter to Richard Maurice Bucke dated September 29, 1890, Whitman describes
a visit from Ralph Moore: “The cemetery Sup’t: and monument architect have
just been here to talk ab’t and see me anent of the tomb—I enclose a (very hasty,
crude) outline of it, as I have the idea & will probably direct it done—very plain
and massive quite alone on a side (moderate) hill & trees—.”*® Included with
this letter was Whitman’s sketch of the tomb with specifications about the size
of the lot, the material composition and design of the tomb, and its location.
On the drawing Whitman wrote, “Harleigh Cemetery, Camden Co. New Jersey
Walt Whitman’s Burial Vault Lot 20 x 30 feet on a sloping wooded hill vault
heavy undress’d Quincy Mass. grey granite—unornamental—size ab’t 12 or 14
by 16 or 18 ft surroundings trees turf, sky a hill every thing crude & natural.”
Despite his disclaimer that the drawing was “very hasty, crude” Whitman took
some care with it, using a blue pencil to outline its shape and a pencil to draw
a door and to write neatly in cursive his name on two lines above the door. In
black ink Whitman provided specific details about the scope of the tomb (figure
4). While smaller details in the design of the tomb continued to evolve over the
next three years until Whitman’s death, its temple-like structure remained.

On December 6, 1890, an extensive article about the tomb was published
in the Camden Dazily Courier, taking up nearly two full columns on the left-hand
side of the front page. The article contains much factual information about how
the tomb was taking shape and what materials were being used. After the article,
a smaller piece titled “The Poet Talks” includes an interview with Whitman
about why he chose the lot in Harleigh Cemetery. The article states incorrectly
that the plot was presented to Whitman by friends, although it is possible that
Whitman was alluding to Ralph Moore, the Cemetery Superintendent, as a
friend. It also reports that Whitman changed some of the architectural plans;
instead of granite, Whitman wanted “pressed brick” to line the outer sides of
the tomb, despite Reinhalter’s protests. The completed tomb was “intended to
resemble the construction of the walls of King Solomon’s temple,” the reporter
notes, and continues, “This style of tomb it is expected, will out-last the ordi-
nary vaults or any monument ever constructed, and Mr. Whitman chose this
design because it was unlike any ever shown him.” The dimensions of the tomb
and the materials used to construct it are also reported. The granite was quar-
ried in Quincy, Massachusetts; some of the pieces weighed as much as ten tons.
The article states the measurements of the opening (“three feet six inches by six
feet”), the vestibule (“11 feet 3 inches wide, 7 feet deep and 8 feet high”), the
catacombs “form apertures where the coffins are to be deposited.” The design
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was for eight coffins, four on the bottom row and four on the top. Whitman’s
coffin would be placed in the lower row between his parents. The interior space,
including the space for the eight coffins, “would be 14 feet 3 inches deep and 11
feet 3 inches wide.” The thickness of the marble used for the catacombs them-
selves was “unusual” because they were twice as thick (three inches instead of
one and a half inches). On three sides of the tomb, the walls were to be eighteen
inches thick; but the front side was to be two feet thick. The illustration that
accompanies this article also shows the original intention for the outer area as
one approaches the tomb, comprised of “large pieces of rock face or rustic granite
in a semi-circular form.” Ivy would be planted on these walls, “Mr. Whitman’s
idea being to screen all but the mausoleum itself from an outer view.”

Figure 4: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Design and description.
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The length of the article, its placement on the front page of the news-
paper, and the accompanying illustration reveal that the citizens of Camden
were interested in the construction of the tomb and in Whitman’s responses as

the tomb was taking shape.

WALT. WHITMANS TOMB.

IE GOOD GRAY POET'S LAST REST-
IiNG PLACE DESCRIFED.

Handsomes Maunsclenm Being Con-
tructed by the Belnholders, of PPhil-
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—
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d his burial place in the Harleigh Ceme-
~«. There neatling on the hillside, the
ard kept green by a pgurgling brook,
pltared by an aged oak tree and its
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s in the material for the asldes of the
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+ construction of the walls of Kiog Selo-
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.. Whitman chose thia design becaure
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“The granite camb from Qoincy, Maus,
and is now ncarly all guaried and will be
forwarded in aboot two weoks, Home of
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caved ATe o extrnordinnrily large and
measare iodide two feet six Inches wide,
two feet four inches high. sevenfeot deop.
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to be much thicker and will msasure two
foet. It consists of Ave pleces and the
door, oash piece weighing from six to ten
tons. Tho amallest stons in_ the entire

The roof, built ‘of granite, will alant
from the height of . the wall (o an angle of
nine degrees, aud wilt be - formed 'of five

e e e
LN
vod through the “thlck "glass coplbig

which is to surmounnt the circnlar - tarret.
The ventllation will bhe msecured throogh
tix holes each ons inak in diamestar,
which are drilled throagh the" granits
turret] near the top, at equal distances
from each other. e diameter ©f the
torret will ba 18 inches ioside and the
thickness the pame an that of the sides of
the tomb. Tho height of the turret will
Lo about 4 feet ana It will be constracted
of the sams kind of granite as the balatce.

TLe spproaches to the tomb will be
bailt of lnrge pieces of rock face or rustic
wranite in a semi-circnlar form, closing up
to the sidea of the mansolenm. Thoy ex-
tend to tho roof and will prevent the earth
crnmb from the excavation in which
the tomb ia to be embedded. After the
structure is completed and put in place
ivy vines will be planted around the ap-
proschea, Mr. hitman's idea heing to
screen all but the mansolenm itself from
an outer view,

THE POET TALHSY.
A “Courior'' Heporter Has = Chat With
Mr. Whitmam About the Tomb.

Mr. Whitman was seen Thursday sven-
ing in his library by a Covnixze reporter,
whose hand be beartily ahook as he mo-

! tioned bim to a ahair.

~0One minute now,” said he, *“anybody
clae but 4 nowspaper man could wait.”

The venernble poet was thanked for the
honor and an inquiry mede after hin
haalih,

#Ob!" laughed he, with one of his mild
exclamationw, so well konown to those who
are acquainted with him, *I've got the
grip and a number of maladies, but yon
may¥ say that xothing sericus is impendiog. '

Gradually the converration drifted npon

the vo plot at the Harleigh Cemetory
:mllli g'. ‘é)hlt-mlu:‘l expressed himself as
follown:

"I saleated the- plot of ground becanse
of its natarnl loeation. Yes, I love natnre
and places where nature showa itself and
not mo much oartificinl work. MNot for away
rmna a conntry road and moar by are asv-
eral trecs and blekery—tbe hickory
trees are about thirty years old and lusty.
There is o natural cave on’ the inclioe of
the hill and in that patural cave will be
plrced tho tomb. "

The reportor's minunte was up and the
aged poel was bidden gowd oight,

Figure 5: Camden Daily Courier (Camden, New Jersey), January 6, 1890.
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The language that Whitman used to describe his tomb in his letters to friends
changed gradually from “vault” to “burial house” to “tomb.” Even before he met
with the designer, he had definite ideas about what he wanted. In letters to Richard
Maurice Bucke, he writes, “think of a vault & capping all a plain massive stone temple,
(for want of a better descriptive word)” (December 25, 1889); four months later he
retains the words “plain” and “vault”: “I rather think I shall have a plain strong stone
vault merely made for the present—" (April 28, 1890).*" In July 1890 Whitman writes
that he met the “monument designer” and for the first time mentions “a design for the
Cemetary vault (do you remember Blake’s ‘Death’?)”*® In September 1890 to John
H. Johnston, he reports, “I am writing a little annex (the 2d) to L of G. & giving out
the design of my burial vault.”* In a series of letters to Bucke, Whitman describes
his evolving ideas about the tomb. On September 29, 1890, he writes, “I have the
idea & will probably direct it done—very plain & massive quite alone on a side
(moderate) hill & trees—.”*° On October 2, 1890, he writes, “they have commenced
the tomb, broke ground yesterday & will build the vault proper—the stone quarried
at Quincy Mass.””! On October 25, 1890, he notes, “have signed & sent the contract
. . . for my burial house in Harleigh Cemetery—.”>> On May 5, 1891, he writes,
“had to be led assisted every movement, to see the tomb—it is well advanced is a
hefty very unornamental affair not easily described—is satisfactory to me & will
be to you—.">> On May 23, 1891, he writes, “the burial house in Harleigh well
toward finished—.">* On June 4, 1891 he describes it as “the rudest most undress’d
structure (with an idea)—since Egypt, perhaps the cave dwellers—.”>> Once the
construction of the tomb was done, Whitman was eager to send out photos to his
friends. On June 27, 1891, he writes, “(I believe tomb finish’d)—soon as I get good
pic’t. will send you™°; on July 18, 1891: “Was out yesterday to my tomb in Harleigh
Cemetery (will send you a sort of photo soon)”’; on July 31, 1891, “Have you rec’d
the tomb photos? Its best investment—vines creepers &c. —are yet to come.”® [To
Dr. John Johnston, Corr. 5:232]. From December 1889 until October 1890, Whitman
consistently uses the word “vault”; after October 1890, he uses the word “burial house”
twice, but more often uses the word “tomb.” Kaplan suggests that “tomb” may be a
slant reference to the New Testament and the burial of Christ,’® but it appears that the
shift in terminology is related to Whitman’s meetings with the monument designers
and to his developing understanding of how the actual burial place would look within
the context of the natural setting.

On Saturday, May 20, 1891, Whitman, Bucke (who was visiting), Traubel,
and Warren Fritzinger (Whitman’s attendant) went to Harleigh Cemetery. In
his entry for this date, Traubel included a crude sketch of just the pediment of
the tomb; Ed Folsom notes that this drawing may be by Traubel (figure 6).%°
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Figure 6: WWWC, 8:245.

Figure 7: Horace Traubel and Anne
Montgomerie Traubel Papers, 1824-1979,
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.
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On seeing the tomb, Whitman told his friends, “‘My first look is unfavorable—
somehow, my printer’s eye has been offended. I am not satisfied with it, yet
cannot say why.””’®! Bucke and Traubel did not like the date below Whitman’s
name, and after some conversation, Whitman ultimately agreed with them,
“declaring, ‘Let it go—it might as well—it is an easy matter—let it go!’”°?
Fritzinger reported in a letter to Traubel on June 8th that the date had been
“chipped off.”*® That week, Traubel and his wife Anne were visiting Bucke in
Ontario, Canada. In a letter to Traubel, Whitman enclosed two pencil sketches
that he had made of the tomb, perhaps to show what it looked like after the
date was removed. The first sketch, on a newspaper clipping, is very crude but
captures the basic shape of the tomb. The handwriting on the clipping (in ink)
1s Traubel’s; he writes, “Ws attempt to outline the tomb. on margin of a paper
rec’d from him at London June 8 1891.” The second drawing was made on
the back of a pamphlet titled “The Knights of the Plow.” Traubel notes again
the date of June 8, 1891, and the location of LLondon, Ontario, Canada, where
Traubel was then visiting Bucke.

The pencil drawing in figure 9 has additional detail: the shape of the
tomb is captured more accurately, and its natural setting is sketched in, as is
what appears to be Whitman’s last name only. Compared to Figure 4, in these
sketches the influence of Blake’s “Deaths Door” on the structural outline of the
tomb is more evident.

Dr. William Reeder, who had taken photos of Whitman in his Mickle Street
home in May of 1891, went to Harleigh Cemetery on June 27 to take pictures of
the tomb as it was being completed.®* Whitman had ideas about what kind of
photographs of the tomb he wanted and the best time of day for it. He instructed
Reeder: ““We don’t want a picture of the bare tomb—we want all that goes with
it—air, trees, a bit of sky, the hill. . . . The morning is the best time for the
tomb,” he said. “There is better light—’"%> Nevertheless, Traubel, Reeder, and
Whitman’s physician, Dr. Daniel Longaker,°® walked to Harleigh Cemetery in
the late afternoon (after 4 p.m.) that same day. While there, Traubel notes, they
“met Moore”—Ralph Moore, the Harleigh Cemetery Superintendent. When
Whitman received a copy of this photograph on July 8, Traubel notes:

How he seemed to enjoy it! ‘Certainly it is much better than I expected it could be, much
better. . . . Reeder is quite an artist—I can see that point of view was studied with great
care—taste, too, and a good eye! . . . Well, order 20, we can use all of them. There is even a
charm about this picture—even its vague, misty lines seem to suggest an atmosphere—rich,
quite rich, with traces of the setting sun. Indeed, Horace, I consider this a success.®’
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Figure 8: Horace Traubel and Anne Montgomerie Traubel Papers, 1824-1979, Manuscript Division, Library
of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 9: Horace Traubel and Anne Montgomerie Traubel Papers, 1824-1979, Manuscript Division, Library
of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Whitman had specific ideas of what the copies should look like. He wrote
directly on the plain yellow wrapper that accompanied the photo:

To head plate printer Can’t you make me a photo: cut round plain round like a full moon or
silver dollar & mounted on ab’t this size card—of wh’ this is a (crude) suggestion & sample?
[on superimposed paper] put lines at bottom of photo & show taste in space—not too near,
& not too low. After printing six (6) with the line “U S America” take out the line and print
the rest (14) without it (the photographer Dr. Reeder, says the plate will show better by being
printed middling light—I leave all that to y’r taste & judgment) —-WW

Figure 10: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E.
Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress:
Miscellany, 1834-1918; Burial vault; Printer’s
instructions with notes.
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Under the photo Whitman writes, “you see this sample is all askew y’r own
judgment will carry you right.” On the right side of photo, in what appears to be
Reeder’s handwriting: “Sample of Whitmans print Do not mt. like this.” Figure
11 shows the reverse side of the photograph and a yellow wrapper. Whitman
used the reverse side of a letter from an admirer in Chicago requesting a book
to write instructions to the printer. Figure 12 is the rest of the yellow wrapper,
with Whitman’s directions, “To Head Plate Printer, and lightly penciled in “July
13 1891” as well as, in ink “see note July 13 1891.” A close up of just the photo-
graph shows Moore’s right leg; he had been present when Reeder, Traubel, and
Longaker visited the cemetery. Whitman noticed Moore’s leg and commented
on it to Traubel: “He examined the picture a long time. Merry over my face, lost
almost in the trees on the hill. Moore’s knee, too, exposed from the trunk of a
tree.”®® Looking carefully at the inset photograph, Traubel’s face can be seen to
the right of the crossbeam at the base of the triangle, and Moore’s right leg and
knee can be seen further right, near the trunk of the tree (figure 13).

Figure 11: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Printer’s instructions with notes.
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Figure 12: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Printer’s instructions with notes.
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Figure 13: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Printer’s instructions with notes.

Contract Controversy

Moore met up with Traubel at the cemetery, however, because he wanted to present
Whitman with a bill for the tomb. Traubel notes, “What he really wished to see
us about was the payment—whether the money could not be raised among W.’s
friends. Showed me contract for $4,678. Thought that would pinch W., etc.”®® The
controversy over the exact cost as agreed to by Whitman and the Reinhalters would
continue to cause concern for Whitman and for his friends until shortly before
Whitman died. As the receipt in figure 14 shows, Whitman paid two sums to the
Reinhalters: $500 (May 12, 1891) and $1,000 (July 10, 1891). The receipt informa-
tion is written in Whitman’s handwriting and dated thirteen days after Moore first
approached Traubel (June 27, 1891). P. Reinhalter signed the receipt on July 10,
but that same day also presented Whitman with the final bill for the full amount.
Whitman told Traubel, ““The bill staggered me. I had expected a matter of a couple
of thousand dollars, but this is literally a stunner. But,” after a pause, ‘the job pleases
me—it is done as I wanted it done, and that is about all I can ask.””™
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Figure 14 Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany,
1834-1918; Burial vault; Receipt.

Figure 15: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Miscellany, 1834-1918;
Burial vault; Receipt.
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Figure 16: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress:
Miscellany, 1834-1918; Burial vault; Design and description.
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Below 1s Reinhalter‘s description of the construction of the tomb, titled
“Details of Walt Whitman Mausoleum” (figure 16). The document states:

The style of architecture of the structure Roman The total width is 14’-3 depth 17°-3” outside
measurement hight [sic] is 14°.9” whole front and floor made out of Quincy Mass. Granite
total weight is 72 Y2 tons, interior contains six cattacombs [sic] made out of white marble
american total weight of marble 5 %4 tons vestibule made out of granite floor, and granite
Ceiling walls lined with encaustic tiles. Sides and rear walls are made of hard brick all 18”
thick and concrete on outside one foot thick and 15500 bricks are used in walls. Designs and
plans where [sic] made by J.E. Reinhalter of the firm of P. Reinhalter & Co. of Phila Pa and
built under his supervision and Mr. R. Moore superintendent of Cemetery

P. Reinhalter & Co.
J.E. Reinhalter

Significantly, this document is not dated, nor does it contain any information
about what Reinhalter would charge for the work. It may have been crafted
earlier in the construction process because there are eight catacombs, not six as
indicated in this document, in the tomb.
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Figure 17: Walt Whitman Papers in the Charles E. Feinberg Collection, Library of Congress: Diaries, Diary
Notes, and Address Books, 1863-1891; Diaries; 1876 to 1891, commonplace books.
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Whitman had signed a contract with Reinhalter on October 25, 1890, nearly
nine months before he was presented with the final bill, according to an entry in
his commonplace book (figure 17). Whitman writes, “signed & gave the contract
for the burial house in Harleigh Cemetery with Reinhalter Bros: 18 South Broad st:
Phila. Ralph Moore to be my representative & have charge & control Ralph Moore
here Fine sunny forenoon — Horace in Canada.” That Traubel was not present at
the signing of the contract is significant. As this entry indicates, Traubel was in
Canada’™ when Whitman signed the contract and so did not witness the signing;
therefore, Traubel likely did not read or see the contract. Whitman states that Ralph
Moore was to be his “representative” and “have charge & control,” but it is not clear
what type of authority Moore had been given and what kind of “control” he could
exercise. Whitman used the same language in a letter to Richard Maurice Bucke
dated October 25, 1890: “have signed & sent the contract with Rheinhalter [sic]
Bros: 18 Broad st: Phila: architects &c: for my burial house in Harleigh Cemetery—
Ralph Moore to have control & charge under my name & be my representative.””
Viewing the contract that Whitman signed, however, it is clear that a line has been
inserted at the end of the typed document and above Walt Whitman’s signature
(figure 18). As this image shows, the last typed sentence of the contract, “Cost
for work furnished by party of the first part $4678,” appears to have been added
after Walt Whitman signed the document. A closer look reveals that the sentence
that begins with “Cost” is slightly lower than the sentence that precedes it.
The usual amount of space between the end of one sentence and the next has
been shortened from two or three spaces throughout the document to one space
(“possible. Cost”), and the word “party” slightly obtrudes onto the left hand
margin. However, the most convincing evidence that the line has been added is
the space between the lines in the preceding text. In the contract, the lines are
1/2 inch apart, but the inserted sentence is 7/16 of an inch from the line above
it. Had the line been inserted at 1/2 inch, it would have cut across Whitman’s
signature. As it is, the section of the line that reads “the first part $4678” partly
intersects with the “W” of “Walt” in Whitman‘s signature.”

On November 20, 1891, Whitman told Traubel that Thomas Harned had
gone to see the Reinhalters, and “made them confess they had inserted that para-
graph about the price—actually drove them to the wall, and made Reinhalter
own up to that. What a petty fraud it was meant to be! They had the contract
with them.””™ Until this time, Whitman had thought highly of the Cemetery
Superintendent Ralph Moore. However, while Moore may not have collaborated
in the deception, Whitman told Traubel, “it does look bad for Ralph, too, when
we know he held the contract and must have known the tricks it was up to.””
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Figure 18: Conservation photograph of the October 25, 1890, Tomb Construction Contract between Walt
Whitman and the P. Reinhalter & Co. monument engineering firm of Philadelphia, PA. Witnessed by Ralph
A. Moore, Manager, Harleigh Cemetery, Camden NJ. Courtesy, Walt Whitman House, Camden, NJ.
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Whitman made out a check to the Reinhalters for $1500 and gave it to
Harned, bringing the total up to $3000, although Harned did not turn the
check over to the Reinhalters until months later. Nevertheless, Whitman felt
somewhat vindicated. He told Traubel, ““You see now that my memory served
me well this time: I did not sign that document—not, at least, as it stands.’”
Later that same day Traubel met with Harned, who described the Reinhalters
as “damned buggers! I said to them—*You ought to be ashamed of yourself, to
drive this old man to the wall, to worry him. . . > By God! With their admission
of the fraud, I had them right in my fist and I made ’em squirm.””” A few weeks
later, Harned told the Reinhalters and Moore that unless the matter was settled
equitably, the tomb would be deserted: “let it stand there unused—even bury
Walt somewhere else.””®

The check that Whitman had written to the Reinhalters for $1500
was still in Harned’s possession and still uncashed as of January 27, 1892,
Traubel notes, adding that Whitman’s bank account “shows over $5000.”"°
The Reinhalters delayed settling the bill as long as possible; in late February
1892, Traubel and Harned agreed that “evidently [they] have been waiting
for W. to die, but as he is in no hurry about that, and they are under finan-
cial pressures, they are forced to initiate some proceedings looking towards
settlement.”®® The next day, exactly one month before Whitman’s death, the
matter was concluded. The Reinhalters agreed to accept the $1500 check
from Whitman plus $1000 from Harned (which he would later collect from
Whitman’s estate) for a total of $4000.8! Traubel and Harned concurred that
burdening Whitman with the details would not be necessary. Three weeks
later, on March 18, 1892, Whitman told Traubel, “‘I guess Tom cleaned it
all out without any heavings of dirt.””®? Whitman died one week after this
comment, on March 26, 1892. Four days later, his funeral service was held at
Harleigh Cemetery.

Parting Thoughts

In mid-November 1891, Whitman had told Traubel, “The tomb was built for a
specific purpose—a purpose clear in my own mind, however it may have been
mysterious to other people.”®®> While friends, critics, biographers, and admirers
of Whitman were mystified by Whitman’s elaborate above-ground tomb, in his
last years he possessed a vision for where his tomb should be located, its design,
and, perhaps, its ultimate purpose: an imposing yet understated presence.
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Figure 18 Walt Whitman’s Tomb, Harleigh Cemetery, Camden, New Jersey. Photo taken by Maire Mullins,
May 20, 2017.

His proximity to Harleigh Cemetery during the last years of his life allowed him
to choose the lot, design the tomb, and observe its construction. This choice
was not merely a pragmatic one but allowed the hands-on poet to co-create his
final statement to the world. The sheer scale and cost of the tomb were matters
of concern even during Whitman’s lifetime, but Whitman’s decisions about his
“burial house” have, it seems, been vindicated: the tomb has become a place of
pilgrimage for admirers of Whitman.
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Many of the Whitmanites reading this essay will have experienced an
encounter with the poet’s tomb (or, at least, can imagine such an encounter).
Standing in front of the tomb at Harleigh Cemetary (figure 19), it becomes
clear that the site accomplishes the kind of communication across death that
Whitman celebrated in this poetry. Whether it be stone or page—who touches
this, touches a man. Tracing the site’s complex history in no way diminishes this
intimate effect. Instead, it suggests that Whitman’s last act of autobiographical
editing discloses the same care that his readers relish in Leaves of Grass.

Whitman’s final statement was carefully plotted and long in the making.
Consequently, it needed a title, just like his other poems. So, Whitman nick-
named his tomb “Beth.” He explained his choice to Traubel, ““You see,’ he said,
‘I have given it a name. Has it music, sense? Beth, you know, generically, means
the unseen, the way up, mystery. And that fixes us a near-enough significance.””

Pepperdine University
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