CARL SANDBURG
1878–1967
Son of an immigrant Swedish blacksmith who had settled in Galesburg, Illinois, Carl Sandburg was an active populist and socialist, a journalist, and an important figure in the Chicago Renaissance of arts and letters. During the 1920s and 1930s he was one of the most widely read poets in the nation. His poetic aim was to celebrate the working people of America in poems that they could understand. He wrote sympathetically and affirmatively of the masses, using a long verse line p. 764p. 1948 unfettered by rhyme or regular meter, a line deriving from Whitman but with cadences closer to the rhythms of ordinary speech. “Simple poems for simple people,” he said.
Sandburg’s irregular schooling included brief attendance at Lombard College, but he was too restless to work through to a degree. He held a variety of jobs before moving to Chicago in 1913; he was in the army during the Spanish-American War, served as a war correspondent for the Galesburg Evening Mail, worked for the Social Democratic Party in Wisconsin, was secretary to the Socialist mayor of Milwaukee, and wrote editorials for the Milwaukee Leader. He had long been writing poetry but achieved success with the 1914 publication of his poem “Chicago” in Poetry magazine.
Poetry was one element in a surge of artistic activity in Chicago following the 1893 World’s Fair. Such midwesterners as the architect Frank Lloyd Wright; the novelists Theodore Dreiser, Henry Blake Fuller, and Floyd Dell; and the poets Edgar Lee Masters and Vachel Lindsay believed not only that Chicago was a great city but that since the Midwest was America’s heartland, it was in this region that the cultural p. 279 life of the nation ought to center. Two literary magazines—Poetry, founded in 1912 by Harriet Monroe, and the Little Review, founded by Margaret C. Anderson in 1914—helped bring this informal movement to international attention. Nothing could be more apt to local interests than a celebratory poem called “Chicago.”
Four volumes of poetry by Sandburg appeared in the next ten years: Chicago Poems (1914), Cornhuskers (1918), Smoke and Steel (1920), and Slabs of the Sunburnt West (1922). These present a panorama of America, concentrating on the prairies and cities of the Midwest. Like Whitman, Sandburg was aware that American life was increasingly urban, and he had little interest in the small town and its conventional middle class. The cities of the Midwest seemed to display both the vitality of the masses and their exploitation in an inequitable class system. Unlike many radicals whose politics were formed after the turn of the twentieth century, Sandburg believed that the people themselves, rather than a cadre of intellectuals acting on behalf of the people, would ultimately shape their own destiny. His political poems express appreciation for the people’s energy and outrage at the injustices they suffer. They also balance strong declarative statements with passages of precise description. Other poems show Sandburg working in more lyrical or purely imagistic modes.
If the early “Chicago” is his best-known poem, his most ambitious is the book-length The People, Yes (1936), a collage of prose vignettes, anecdotes, and poetry, making use of his researches into American folk song. Sandburg had published these researches in The American Songbag in 1927, and he also composed a multivolume biography of Abraham Lincoln between 1926 and 1939. The purpose of this painstaking work was to present Lincoln as an authentic folk hero, a great man who had risen from among the people of the American heartland and represented its best values. He wrote features, editorials, and columns for the Chicago Daily News between 1922 and 1930, and pursued other literary projects as well. After World War II, when it became common for poets to read their works at campuses around the country, he enjoyed bringing his old-style populist radicalism to college students.
The text of the poems here is that of The Complete Poems of Carl Sandburg (1970).

CARL SANDBURG POEMS
Chicago
      Hog Butcher for the World,
      Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,
      Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;
      Stormy, husky, brawling,
5      City of the Big Shoulders:
They tell me you are wicked and I believe them, for I have seen
        your painted women under the gas lamps luring the farm
        boys.
And they tell me you are crooked and I answer: Yes, it is true I
        have seen the gunman kill and go free to kill again.
And they tell me you are brutal and my reply is: On the faces of
        women and children I have seen the marks of wanton hunger.
And having answered so I turn once more to those who sneer at
        this my city, and I give them back the sneer and say to them:
10Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so
        proud to be alive and coarse and strong and cunning.
Flinging magnetic curses amid the toil of piling job on job, here
        is a tall bold slugger set vivid against the little soft cities;
Fierce as a dog with tongue lapping for action, cunning as a
        savage pitted against the wilderness,
                Bareheaded,
                Shoveling,
15                Wrecking,
                Planning,
                Building, breaking, rebuilding,
Under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, laughing with white
        teeth,
Under the terrible burden of destiny laughing as a young man
        laughs,
20Laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs who has never lost
        a battle,
Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and
        under his ribs the heart of the people,
                Laughing!
Laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laughter of Youth, half-naked,
        sweating, proud to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker,
        Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads and Freight
        Handler to the Nation.
1914, 1916
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Fog
The fog comes
on little cat feet.

It sits looking
over harbor and city
5on silent haunches
and then moves on.
1916
Cool Tombs
When Abraham Lincoln was shoveled into the tombs, he forgot the
        copperheads and the assassin . . . in the dust, in the cool tombs.
And Ulysses Grant lost all thought of con men and Wall Street, cash and
        collateral turned ashes] . . . in the dust, in the cool tombs.
Pocahontas’ body, lovely as a poplar, sweet as a red haw in November or a
        pawpaw in May, did she wonder? does she remember? . . . in the dust,
        in the cool tombs?
Take any streetful of people buying clothes and groceries, cheering a hero
        or throwing confetti and blowing tin horns . . . tell me if the lovers are
        losers . . . tell me if any get more than the lovers . . . in the dust . . . in
        the cool tombs.
1918
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Grass
Pile the bodies high at Austerlitz and Waterloo.
Shovel them under and let me work—
                                        I am the grass; I cover all.

And pile them high at Gettysburg
5And pile them high at Ypres and Verdun.
Shovel them under and let me work.
Two years, ten years, and passengers ask the conductor:
                                        What place is this?
                                        Where are we now?
10                                        I am the grass.
                                        Let me work.

