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Walt Whitman in Marrakesh 

 

By  Frances McCue 
 

 

Walt Whitman on a scooter, his beard tucked back, rope flying from his waist—straight 

from the nineteenth century, he zooms in. “It avails not, time nor place—distance avails 

not,” he shouts. He’s riding a moto. The whee of the engine rounds onto Rue Sourya and the 

tires tilt underneath him. I’m afraid he’ll drive straight into the fruit carts. People cringe 

while he brakes, rubber-duckying the scooter across the dirt.  

“A sojourn,” he says a moment later, once he’s kicked up the stand and set aside his 

bike, “A sojourn is what awaits us. Then you end up living in it.” He’s leaning over a wagon, 

balling the oranges. “I came to cut back the scores of years between us.” 

 “Well, then,” I say, “Where are the steamboats? Where is the ferry from Brooklyn to 

Manhattan?” I’m pointing to the stack of oranges and feeling for a few dirhams twisted up 

in my pocket. I know that he’s talking from the poem “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” and 

listening to him is like bumping along on some misplaced, lost ride. I’m looking at things 

around us now, things in Marrakesh that actually exist. I’m looking at a poet who used to 

actually exist, but not in Marrakesh. 

“Look, we’re in North Africa. There are caravans to the desert. Camels, carts and the 

like.” Whitman is tearing the peel from an orange like a wolf ripping open a chicken. His 

beard is filthy. 
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“Supratours goes to the desert now. Big, plush buses.” Maybe I am dampening his 

enthusiasm. I don’t mean to do that. I’m thinking of how those buses tip, like upright 

dominos, on the roads through the mountains; how they are the new, still dangerous way of 

getting into the Sahara. 

He’s back to the lines from his poem. “These and all else were to me the same as 

they are to you,” he says, forcing cheerfulness. “I loved well those cities…The men and 

women I saw were all near to me.” He tosses the peels behind the cart. 

People around the collection of fruit wagons are looking at him for his outburst. He’s 

shouting in English, the language of sterling clanking and guns cocking. W’s grubbiness 

throws them off. I return a tin smile and shake my head so that I’ll seem like a local. Since 

I’m not a brown person, and since I’m wearing a dirndl skirt and hippie tee shirt, this must 

seem pretty funny. 

 

Later, Whitman is pausing at the fountain, the one that spills water from the red ceramic 

jugs, and he’s putting his hand under one of the streams. “Pissing jars,” he grunts. He tips 

his felt hat into the water, fills it and starts to slurp. I’m looking both ways for the police. 

Cars are spinning around the roundabout and we’re standing in the middle, leaning over 

this fountain.  

 I’m using the place as a respite between avenues, a place to rest before you have to 

cross again. Streets here are more river than boulevard. Stuff roars by in the rapids: people, 

sheep, carts, trucks, motos. Back where he’s from, it might be the muddy East River, murky 

with barges, silt-dipped logs, dead dogs. Nothing to get all worked up about. Just the 
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flotsam of living in a city. The fountain, however, holds his attention for much of the 

afternoon. See Whitman leaning against the wall, reading. See him reaching his hands out 

like some bearded David clothed in rags. See the poet shake his head and look at the sky. 

See him mutter and point, swish his hand into the sticky water. 

 

After that, he’s at the fringe of the bled, straddling the scooter, weaving through 

thorns and I’m watching from the little heap of stones and dirt. We’ve come this way, 

drawn from the center drain of the city to the ledge of hinterlands. We’re out beyond the 

new apartment buildings that are half-built and already deteriorating. He turns the front 

wheel through the brush. He is starting to sweat as the dust clings to the wet islands on his 

shirt.  

“It’s hot,” I say and point stupidly to the sun.  

“Well,” he says. “What about that?” He’s looking at the bidonville across the sheep 

path. Metal shacks, little ovens of palm fronds over corrugated tin.  “What about that?” He 

sort of repeats things, I notice.  

The Whitman that readers know from ferry boats and high bank views, the Whitman 

who eyes the young men bathing, and who writes “Song of Myself” and “Crossing Brooklyn 

Ferry,” this Walt Whitman takes a turn, carves into the gasp of traffic, around the wagons, 

between the carts and trucks, wheelchairs and the bicycles. From the publisher-turned-

poet, the journalist transformed into a teacher, the man who nursed the wounded during 

the Civil War, this Whitman takes to Marrakesh as though it were the “mast-hemm’d 

Manhattan” he so loved. In his actual life, the one in which he stayed in New York and New 
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Jersey, Whitman never actually rode a bicycle, though they’d been popular in his lifetime, 

arriving in the 1860’s from France. Here, in Marrakesh, he takes it up a notch, putting a 

motor on the bicycle he didn’t actually ride and tingles with the speed of it. I can see him in 

the crossroads, in the derbs, astride the moto, his feet pushing it along. In the squares, he 

lifts his beard to the sky, in marvel of the sun. Later, on the Mohammed V Avenue, he’s 

balancing and smiling, his front tire flipping back and forth as he wrangles forward in slow 

traffic. He’s made it all the way out to the bled, the countryside’s raw desert. 

 

He comes here because we transplant him. Of course, I did not ask his permission. I simply 

gathered his poems, spreading them across the bottom of my suitcase. Later, I pressed 

“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” into the hands of my students. Together, my pupils and I find 

another home for Whitman in Marrakesh, a home on the edge of the duplex villas, the six 

story apartments and the mega-grocery. We put him in a mud and straw hut on a vacant lot 

behind a mosque.  

We know that Whitman is a man who thrives on juxtapositions. He’s the bricoleur 

who hodge-podged his nineteenth century life into a masterpiece as a teacher, journalist, 

publisher, nurse and poet. That’s why it’s so tempting to add another layer: voyager, 

foreigner. What happens when you take the uber- American and put him somewhere else? 

It’s the pressing question of the early 21st century: Is our tendency to behave in certain 

ways wired into us or is it socially constructed? 

I consider this while I look at the little house behind the minaret. It’s perfect for 

Whitman, Africa’s version of ramshackle. In the mornings, he’d jump from his mattress and 
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appear at the doorway.  It was as if he were in Brooklyn. The more I imagine him here, the 

more the students take to him too. In class, one boy shouts, “This poet loves his city.” 

“Yes, he did.” And he could love yours too. 

 

Whitman sits across from me at the café.  His hat, I realize, could be worn in the sub-

Saharan bush, floppy and grimy. “Do you see how Morocco could be the other land that you 

might love?” I ask. 

“I can see the sky falling all the way to the desert. I can see the Koutoubia.”  

“It was the place of books, you know. The Koutoubia,” I say. 

There is mint tea between us. We look while a boy, college-age, lifts the stream of it 

high as he pours. Whitman stares at him. Through the gaze, I can see him tracing the boy’s 

sinew beneath his tee shirt. “Ah, good. “ He pauses. “Of course, the men are beautiful. Thin. 

Watchful.” Here, his eyes burn. The sun is hot and direct. It crawls toward our sandals, 

tucked in the shade of the table. 

I am taking the tea, too sugary, to my mouth.  

Whitman turns his head and removes the hat. There is a mark on his forehead. 

“What do you say about the place?” he asks. He has an accent, one I haven’t exactly heard 

before. It must be an old tyme New York dialect. 

“I see that the Ferry from Brooklyn to Manhattan might be like D’jemna Al Fna. 

Except,” I add, “people aren’t going back and forth so much.” 

“How do they go, here?” 

“In a circle, of course.” 
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Moroccan writer Youssef Elalmay once said that Moroccan literature concerns itself 

with the form of the circle—just as storytellers do in D’Jemna Al Fna. They gather to the 

tale-spinner who shapes words from the center, moving himself to the circumference and 

back, all the while spreading and narrowing the circle. The medina wall, too, forms a loop, 

and the arched portals lead to some mysterious center. Likewise, gates into narratives 

become entrances that circle back on themselves. A storyteller can move from one end of 

the vast square to the other, taking her story with her, all the while engaging different 

aspects of the place, shedding and adding characters as she goes, moving the story. 

Whitman’s poetry also has a kind of circularity, a lyric weave without crescendo. Layers of 

images, repeated phrasings and insistences lift in and out.  The narrative thrust, if there is 

one, folds back on itself: the poem observes people and scenes outside the poet, then the 

poet imagines himself in them, becomes dissolved in these places and then both the poet 

and the scenes are united into one great milieu that washes together over time. The poems 

flush back and forth like waves pulling over each other, pulling and releasing under the 

boat in the brackish mulch of fresh and salt water where the river meets the sea. 

 

Where I live, near the Tensift River in Marrakesh, the water will never reach the 

open ocean.  Most of the time, the river is completely dried up, leaving only sun-bleached 

rocks and garbage. Sometimes, it runs red, splashing water that looks like brick-colored 

paint under the Route de Casa, the road north to Casablanca.  
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The great red city, teeming desert crossroads, the hurry-hurry place in the flat 

sweep from the High Atlas to the sea, is purely horizontal—a bike riding region. To get the 

view, one should climb the small mountains of Marrakesh, tiny imitations of the Atlas, hills 

with abrupt rocky faces. There, above the Marjane grocery or the military zone in the Victor 

Hugo neighborhood, one can stand above the hazy flats. Far-off mountains glitter under the 

wash of two-stroke engine smoke and heat.  

Straining always to expand but limited in height (buildings must never be taller than 

the Koutubia), Marrakesh moves outward without a skyline. Not so much red as orange, 

ochre washed in rouge and clay browns, the place is pink against the dirt and palms. Where 

the travelers once stopped on journeys in all directions—from the desert to the desert, 

from the desert to the sea, from the sea to the mountains—and paused, so Whitman might 

also linger. He might witness the passengers riding atop horse-pulled carts, the Touareg 

travelers in turbans, women in scarves, the camels, donkeys, and later, the velos.  I know 

about lingering. It’s an uncelebrated African pastime. I admire it and deliberately stop the 

rat race in my own head to see the musical splendor of motors and sheep squeals, of calls to 

prayer and bargain-hawking vendors.  

Edith Wharton, another American writer whose early life overlapped with the 

Brooklyn bard’s later one, came to Morocco on a tour with some French commanders and 

Arab camel drivers. She didn’t have much positive to say about Marrakesh, sniping that 

“when the road bends inland and stretches away across the wilderness the sense of the 

immensity and immobility of Africa descends on one with intolerable oppression.”  Close to 

the sea, on the other hand, away from the red city, “Atlantic breakers …give the scene 
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freshness and life.” The desert, as Wharton notes, does take one’s breath to shallower 

levels—the haze alternating over days and weeks with wind. She would say it comes from 

“the Djebilets, the djinn- haunted mountains guarding Marrakech on the north.” And here, 

early 20th century Marrakesh rested “flat and vast as the great nomad camp it really is, its 

low roofs extending on all sides to a belt of blue palms ringed with desert.” She saw:  “A red 

cloud rushing out across the square out of nowhere, whirling the date branches over the 

heads of the squatting throngs, tumbling down the stacks of fruits and vegetables, rooting 

up the canvas awnings over the lemonade-sellers stalls and before the café doors, huddling 

the blinded donkeys under the walls of the fondak...” The wind blows, eventually, into a 

slave market. 

Now, fluorescent-lit groceries and hanouts (small shops) sell bread, yogurt, sodas 

and homemade flans. At the city’s souks, birds still flit in the semolina. A woman rests her 

purse atop the dried apricots, and a man runs his palms through the coffee beans. The 

fandouks are for people and small wares now, donkeys kept in the courtyard. 

Could Whitman sit along these walls or crouch, as the men here do, knees fully bent, 

rocking on their ankles? Could he watch the sheep roaming while old men or young boys 

awaken from underneath the palms and steer the herd with sticks? Would he be one of the 

visitors amidst the spices, the white-pink air coming in after the dust and rain storms, the 

spices minced with dust and the blemished air beyond the Palmeraie?  

Though Wharton’s praise for Marrakesh was stingy, I imagine that W’s is not. This is 

his sort of place, one run by men who keep things moving, engaging you in their good time 

and commerce. But it was she who actually came through, escorted by camel jockeys.  
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I cannot imagine Wharton in Marrakesh. But, I can imagine Whitman here because 

Wharton was here. But Whitman wasn’t here. Wharton was. In this story, Whitman was, 

here, is. The elder poet’s exuberance, his sanguine ways match the seeped, desert-dried 

blood color of the walls, his wild immersion in the grime of the city. Since the city comes 

with grime, and since he loves the city, he loves the grime. Wharton loved Whitman for it, 

that earthy lust put into poetic language. Not the part that would actually invite him to her 

classy house and drag dirt upon the carpets—she didn’t exactly love that. Edith wanted him 

to remain in the dream he was, a manifestation of love transcending time and locale:  

 

"He sees through the layers of the conventional point of view & of 
the conventional adjective, straight to the thing itself, not only to the 
thing in itself, but to the endless thread connecting it with the 
universe."("Sketch"). 
 
 

Marrakesh, my bled, dangles “the endless thread.” It is the place where endless 

threads end up, where attempts to “connect to the universe” pass through.  It’s the 

hinterlands, the bled, the fringe, the leftovers and the origin, the thousand-year-old 

medina and new resorts strung together in endless beads: multitudes.  Marrakesh is 

the edge of culture as westerners know it, the hangover crossroads where poor fruit 

sellers and Ex-Pats drink on the terrace, only the terrace is crumbling and the sun is 

ripping away the sanity of both parties. In the end, the terrace falls completely apart 

and the chairs are pulled inside. 

 Whatever it is about Marrakesh, Whitman had the same kind of aura. Once you are 

exposed to him, you cannot help but take him into your soul. “If you aren’t crazy by the time 

you get here,” people say, “the city will make you so.” Wharton too, just before her trip to 
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the region, was under the spell of Whitman. Of course, it probably helped to have Henry 

James, with his incredible enunciations, throating Whitman’s verse at “The Mount,” 

Wharton’s extravagant home in Lenox, Massachusetts.  Wharton lay on the settee while 

James’ incredibly sexy voice “swept him forward on great rollers of sound until the full 

weight of his voice fell on the last cadence.”1 Loin-splitting, even to think of it. 

 Edith got to work and wrote of her own love affair. Whom did she imitate? Walt, 

seedy Walt, pushing his breathlessness into the parlor: 

 
The hurried, the restless, the aimless-perchance it has also thrilled 
With the pressure of bodies ecstatic, bodies like ours, 
Seeking each other's souls in the depths of unfathomed caresses, 
And through the long windings of passion emerging again to the 
stars.2 
 

Her restless, hurried lovers, their bodies ecstatic—she, too, unrolled her lines and 

imagined their nakedness.  

 Here’s one of Whitman’s versions: 

We Two Boys Together Clinging.  

WE two boys together clinging,  

One the other never leaving,  

Up and down the roads going—North and South excur-  
         sions making,  

Power enjoying—elbows stretching—fingers clutching,  

Arm'd and fearless—eating, drinking, sleeping, loving,  

                                                           
1
 Wharton, A Backward Glance, 185 

2 Lewis, Edith Wharton,259-260. 
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No law less than ourselves owning—sailing, soldiering,  
         thieving, threatening,  

Misers, menials, priests alarming—air breathing, water  
         drinking, on the turf or the sea-beach dancing,  

Cities wrenching, ease scorning, statutes mocking, fee-  
         bleness chasing,  

Fulfilling our foray. 

 

 

“Power enjoying?” Okay, that’s, like, slang. It’s exactly the kind of sweaty grasping 

that Gary, my husband and I, do—“together clinging” in the heat. “One the other never 

leaving,” I could say. We’d yell this, alive in our sun-smashed new home. It would make us 

happy. Living as an Ex-pat inspires you to cling to your partner anyway. You do more stuff 

together and you compare impressions of the place. There are two of you, up against it. It’s 

that feeling of “I’ll finish your sandwich. Oh, hey, let me put the sun lotion on your back.” 

We’re alive in “North and South excursions making” here in the city, and “sea-beach 

dancing” on the coast at Essouaria, and “cities wrenching” with poverty, the dust and fruit 

and sand pressed into walls. That would be Marrakesh. And the “fulfilling our foray.”  

Only the foray isn’t fulfilled. Not for Whitman, not for Wharton, not for my students 

and not for Gary and me.  But that’s a different story. 

 

I know this about you, Walt Whitman. You imagine the threads, endlessly drifting, the ones 

between people: the touch of the glove upon the railing, the smudge against the glass, the 
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chipping rust away from the steam tower—these things turn to dirt, to sand, to the water 

that washes underneath. And then, suddenly, we are born. You precede us.”  

 “Indeed,” he says, and grins. 

 

Like all travelers, I bring gifts from home. In this case, instead of bringing in clothing, 

machinery or food, I’m importing literature. I carry artifacts: books, clippings, short bits of 

prose, poems and even some song lyrics. They’re not iPODs, but it’s a start. It’s what I will 

use to tell some story about America. My duffle bags have fifty pound weight limits so as we 

accumulate friends and get lonely for books, I order shipments from Powell’s bookstore in 

Portland Oregon, have them sent to myself in Seattle where a friend picks the boxes up 

from my old porch and addresses them to me in Marrakesh. This route is the reverse of the 

journey that plastic goods make from the other end of the world in China, through eastern 

Asia, over through Egypt, to Morocco. Mine traverse the world in the opposite direction. 

When you think about it, by the time commercial goods reach Africa, they’ve been 

handled by a lot of people. Flawed items that overseas companies dump into the markets 

are inspected and shuffled onto shelves. Often, machinery is unbolted, the parts plucked 

and replaced with hand-welded pieces. Some things are snatched up by vacationing or 

retired Europeans who see the sparkle of familiar labels; others have the tags cut out or 

pried off and you can’t tell what their origin happens to be.  

In the grocery in Marrakesh, frozen lasagna sags in the aluminum pans, cast-offs 

from Italy; new French bicycles wobble over worn tires; shiny Citroens hide transplanted 

engines under their hoods. Many shops have plastic wrap dispensers to repackage old 
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items. The waste shows up too: plastic bags are caught in desert thistles and hunks of old 

painted stucco are heaped next to palm trees. Rivers nearby are wizened fissures of dried, 

discarded clothing.  

I hope that the poems, stories, novels, memoirs that I Xerox will be handled, altered, 

shape-shifted and ultimately tucked into purses and knapsacks for later reference. I hope 

that the literature will become used. I want the young Moroccans whom I teach at the 

University here to take these sheets and replace the engines within poems and start them 

up with new perspectives. That’s where the whole Walt Whitman business starts. Carrying 

his poems is like pocketing a peculiar set of customs documents. 

 

The furthest west of the Muslim countries in the Maghreb, Morocco is the most open to 

westerners—a perspective I create anecdotally from my ability as a woman to take long 

jogs while wearing running shorts and a tee shirt, from the kindness that the men at the 

bike shop show me when they repair my tire puncture and bring me mint tea and a stool, 

from my students’ efforts to express the complexities of Gaza rather than reciting 

propaganda and speeches, and from my tendency to imagine Whitman here. Whitman, after 

all, the first poet with an authentically American vernacular, celebrated the social 

experiment of immigrants of so many ethnicities and religious backgrounds making their 

homes in one nation.  

Morocco, too, is a crossroads:  Arabs, indigenous people, Europeans and Sub-

Saharan Africans converge here in the dusty souks and winding derbs of the medina, and in 

the flat straight-a-ways of the broad avenues. The country has seen it all—colonization by 
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the Spanish and the French, the installation of secret torture camps by the Americans, the 

exile of their king, the grandfather of the current, young king, and a surge, and now decline, 

of tourism.  

It wasn’t so much the 60’s lore of “riding on the Marrakesh express” or the desert 

landscape (in contrast to my misty, lush green landscape of home in Seattle) that settled me 

on Marrakesh. Mostly, it was my friend Mohammed Daoudi, a Moroccan painter, whose 

stories had described the country so beautifully that I wanted to be in the place of his 

boyhood. Mohammed’s paintings, earthbound colors with gestures of figures and icons of 

airplanes and ladders, aching their narrative sensibilities, made me want to live inside their 

world. Like Mohammed, I too would wander the blues and whites of Tangier, the orange 

and reds of Marrakesh, the mountains of the Rif and the lush interiors shaded by outsized 

walls. I settle on Marrakesh where the weather points to Southern California: palms and 

bouganvillas, thorns and greens, hot sun and warm winds. In fact, the country’s size and 

shape resembles California, and here the long stretch of Atlantic beaches are marked with 

sardine canning, fertilizer processors, resort towns and stretches of cliff and farmland. 

Morocco is a country where the borders are tricky to cross-- both for people and for 

literature. To leave, one can travel across the mouth of the Mediterranean by airplane, 

brave a boat that traverses one of the world’s strongest currents there, or else head south 

to Mauritania, along a stretch of the Sahara notorious for its sandstorms and scorching 

temperatures, and its capricious officials and hustlers. To the east, the border to Algeria is 

closed and fiercely-guarded. In the southern half of the country, Morocco’s disputed 

territory, the “Moroccan” (Western) Sahara, was once a Spanish protectorate that collapsed 
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in 1975. The dry, hot region is the home of a ceasefire upheld since 1991, making it one of 

the world’s longest conflicts in suspension. Moroccans trace their ownership of the region 

back to the days of caravans that passed from Marrakesh, heading into the desert.  

If you leave Morocco, you are either flying over hostile territory or else you are 

negotiating your way over some tense borders to east, onto Timbuktu.  

 

“Timbuktu?” Whitman says, raising his voice. His fingers are circled around the tea 

glass. “I can’t believe that. Sounds like a place in a poem. Is it real?” 

“Across the Sahara, to the east,” I say. I watch him strain to imagine himself in a 

place as remote as Timbuktu. I am guessing that he is thinking how he “lived the same life 

with the rest, the same old laughing, gnawing, sleeping.” At least that’s what I assume he’s 

going to recite. 

But he doesn’t. He looks at me, reads my mind and says: “Who knows, for all the 

distance, but I am as good as looking at you now, for all you cannot see me?” He drinks, 

fiddles with the beard and pushes the glass aside.  

 

My Michelin map, in a clever attempt at straddle the Moroccan/Western Sahara 

issue, carves out the region as an insert, laid out as if the map had a lack of space for the 

southern half of the country.  

“The Sahara the single biggest foreign relations issue that Morocco faces,” an 

embassy official said. He was a Texan with a blond, Ken-doll look and a Kennedy’s mouthful 

of chicklet teeth.  
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And so, though the place is one of the great crossroads of the world, Morocco is 

isolated and in literature, you can see this remoteness. Few books are published within the 

country; presses for literary work are almost nonexistent. Moroccan poets and novelists 

publish in French or classical Arabic instead of in indigenous languages or in Derija 

(Moroccan Arabic). Derija is the language of the crossroads—a version of Arabic 

downscaled from classical: whole words and phrases appropriated from French, English 

and Amazigh, the “Berber” languages.  

A few poets and novelists from Morocco write in English; even fewer find audiences 

for it, especially since less than 1% of books published in America are translations of 

literature for adult readers. Even literary work published in French comes in limited runs 

and self-published products by writers and small presses in Morocco lack the aesthetic 

glint of books coming from America and Europe or Australia. Only a handful of Moroccan 

writers end up translated in America: Fatema Mernissi, a sociologist who has written about 

women in Islam, both in memoir and in scholarly articles and Tahar Ben Jelloun, who has 

lived in France since 1971, and is an elderly critic of both Morroco and Islam. He writes 

fiction and nonfiction. Both have come to represent Moroccan literature and their careers 

have increasingly moved them out of Morocco, into global spheres where they are heroes 

beyond national lines.  

  The cultural intersections of Morocco also inspire literary convergences. Paul 

Bowles’ gossipy, delicious record of an Ex Pat’s life from the 1930s – into the 1990’s details 

large swaths of Morocco—a country that is, under Bowles’ lens, prickly for one’s health (he 

was often ill) and luscious in its sensory tinges of orange flower, cumin, saffron and 
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jasmine. Bowles wrote stories, novels and nonfiction, sending them on to France or back to 

America. He also translated several Moroccans into English—Mohammed Mrabet and 

Mohamed Choukri. By interviewing the two Moroccans and shaping the stories from the 

oral histories, Bowles turned them into novelists. Both Moroccans are credited with writing 

the novels. Bowles is listed as a translator.  

 

At the university in Marrakesh where I teach, I have never seen anthologies, novels, 

collections of short stories or poems circulated to students. The library has half-filled 

shelves with a few books in Arabic and French. If a student wants to borrow a book, she can 

have it for three days if she leaves her student card. But student cards are valuable and 

hard to replace. Instead, remnants of Xeroxed books are what circulates. Old, clipped 

paragraphs or poems and pieces of 1950’s style sentence diagrams find their way to 

students, but rarely is a whole copy of the same book distributed en masse. If it is, the copy 

is literally that: a photocopy under a tinted plastic sheet.  

I have never seen a Moroccan kid with an actual book in her hands. Plenty of plastic 

folders, sheaths for papers that they decorate with colored pens, underlining titles, boxing 

out paragraphs—I’ve seen these are tucked in their knapsacks and shoulder bags. Even if I 

were to order books for my classes and pay for all of them, I probably would have trouble 

getting them through customs without confiscation or fees. I’d need to have a relationship 

with someone who knew someone, and since I don’t have the money, I end up copying 

pages of ancient anthologies, new poetry books at roadside Xerox places where a machine 

is treasured by the family who makes a living from it. Later, I press poems by Sharon Olds, 
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bits of stories by Sherman Alexie, punk rock lyrics by Nirvana and articles from Harper’s 

into the students’ hands.  I end up adore the smallest pieces of things. From a land where I 

have stacks and stacks of books around me, I am in a place where I can fit eight poems on a 

two-sided photocopy. 

Onto the faculty (the French translation for a campus based on its academic faculty 

housed there—several are spread around the city) I come with my copies, and there I find 

my classrooms under the red archways and chipping cement. Though this is the major 

public university in this region, it looks like a run-down community college in Los Angeles, 

with outdoor walkways between the rooms. The buildings feel hollowed out, as if they’re 

ready to be torn down. Across the street from the faculty of law, the campus next door, 

sheep and goats graze for garbage in a vacant area with rocks and leftover housing rubbish.  

The scene reminds me of the mud and straw dwellings behind new apartment complexes 

with swimming pools, tucked between the lush fields of chard and orange groves and the 

heaps of plaster and pipes in the bled—these earmark Marrakesh. The university, too, 

settles on the hinges of juxtapositions. 

I find my way through the broken chairs to the rooms where the blackboards are 

faded to grey—invisible to chalk— and the splintered desks and windows are painted over, 

the brush strokes dried on to them, to keep out the soaring heat. Nothing keeps my voice 

from bouncing off of the concrete so I push my instructions outward, down the long garage 

of the rooms, hoping that the crowd of a hundred kids can hear me. And they lean forward, 

straining to listen. 
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Students come to the classes looking serious. Then, when I find out their names, and 

speak to them in my American dialect, their faces bloom into smiles. As it is with any new 

professor here, I too am charmed by these kids calling me “Teacher” (translated from their 

custom of calling their profs “Ousted” or “Ousteda”) and placing their hands over their 

hearts when they respond or when they ask permission to enter or leave the classroom. 

They appear more earnest than my students at home. In a sense they are. But, of course 

they are involved in the tacit transaction of wrangling the best grades they can. The stakes 

are very high: most won’t find jobs after they graduate.  

“If you want a job,” my student Malika says, “you have to pay.”  

“You have to give someone money to work for him?” I ask. 

“You could get a job washing dishes or working in a shop, maybe,” Malika says. “But 

if you want a good job, you have to give the fluce.” She points to her palm. 

The young men are pressured to find work in an adverse economy the girls have 

even fewer opportunities. They need to present themselves as proper, sexually 

inexperienced, and they also need jobs. Behind all of these impositions, there is the typical 

saving-face of kids this age, some lives darkened by hidden drug and alcohol use, others 

locked into battles against hunger, and most with the confusing tension to bridge tradition 

and new demands to conform to the west. 

 

“Incredible,” Whitman says. “They are beautiful, your students. And so kind—“ 

“Get away from the window, Walt.” I’m afraid the students are going to see this older 

man with his smeared face poking through a pane that has the glass broken out. 
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“But they are so lovely—“ His eyes are wide and he’s crinkling his forehead.  

I’m knocking on the window frame now and waving him away. Images of the young 

men and how he “felt their arms on my neck as I stood, or the negligent leaning of their 

flesh against me as I sat” appear in my head. Not good. “Not now,” I say. I’m scolding him at 

the same time I want to invite him in. But I don’t, not yet. 

 

For awhile, I give mini lectures and spell out slang on the board. One day, I spend 

fifteen minutes on the idioms “The party’s over” and “Someone crashed the party.” No 

matter what the students ask me, they are all really posing the same question underneath 

it: “What’s it like in America?” They’ve seen “America” on television and in movies. So, I 

realize, have my students in Seattle—even while they’ve been living in it, what they see of 

United States culture is mostly on a screen.  

No matter where I am, no matter what the skills or talents of the students, I’m really 

teaching the same thing. I am trying to help my students become active citizens. By writing 

well and articulating their ideas, they’ll have a better chance so I work on developing 

fluency and imagination. This, simply, is “student-centered,” “inquiry-based” instruction. 

Basically, that means that you know your students’ names and try to discover how they 

learn. You find their interests and use these to help their linguistic skills improve. (Why, I 

wonder, did it take me twenty years to figure out such a simple thing?) It’s a scientific 

process enacted by a poet. Sometimes it’s a poetic process as if enacted by a scientist. In the 

end, you give the kids attention and feedback, you care for them as human beings and you 

hope for the best.  
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However, my pedagogy, as I’ve constructed it up to now, works best when I’m 

teaching to groups of less than twenty-five. My classes in Marrakesh often have more than a 

hundred students—challenging if they’re learning to write. It takes a lot of practice, so I 

encourage them to try out poems, short stories, essays, op-eds, formal letters—in hopes 

they’ll learn to consider things in new ways rather than simply convey what they already 

know. After all, “If you want to communicate,” as the poet Richard Hugo once said, “Use the 

telephone.” In my understanding of how people learn, if you want to find out about 

something, suspend disbelief. Give way to what interests you and be willing to fool around 

with language until you change your mind.  

Back in the United States, I work in an undergraduate honors program, meaning that 

my students are fabulous test-takers and super achievers; they’re hyper-obedient and also 

risk-adverse, which is a version of the just-tell-me-what-to-do-dear-teacher approach that 

my students here convey.  In Morocco, the stakes are far more serious. A low mark in one 

course can kick you out of contention for graduation or for a job. At home, the kids feel like 

the stakes are higher than they are. “If I don’t get into Med School,” one of my American 

students once said, “my life is basically over.” 

 

In a place where people have so little, where extra pieces and parts disappear and 

are fashioned into other things, where being poor presses people into recycling the old 

until they make things that can function, in a place where the bricoleur is the fabricator of 

both the pragmatic and the imaginative—the creative genius who keeps life running 

(unlike artists in the “West” who primarily create ornament rather than infrastructure)—
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here, students plagiarize. They’ll take a whole sheaf of pages from the internet and wedge it 

into their papers.  Some copy passages from a website and read them aloud as 

presentations.  

But I postpone my outrage. Something about the way they cut and paste these 

quotes, shaping them into a project, reminds me of the way that children in a nearby tin 

house village, a bidonville, lift stalks and palm fronds from the bled and lay them across the 

roof. “If you need it, make it,” the culture here whispers, and doing good work means you 

find the best way to fashion what you can from what’s out there.   

That means that what you make was not originally intended to be used in this way. 

That’s how you can tell a developing country from a rich one—stuff is used for a different 

purpose than it was originally manufactured for: you can see it in the wheelchair fastened 

from railings; the family of four balanced on the scooter or the donkey cart made from 

motorcycle tires and old doors. If you unpeel the ethical dimension from it, you can see the 

logic of the process: searching for something that fits the assignment, melding it into 

something relevant, is a kind of reading and research that, when conducted by the best 

craftsman, is like hunting through the garage for just the right equipment. It reminds me of 

mechanics in Cuba who have been fixing Harley Davidson motorcycles for fifty years 

without having any new parts shipped to them. Taking used pieces from other essays, for 

some students, simply the best way to fulfill the assignment. Like the bricoleur, he shores 

up scraps to fit into the frame.  
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All English as Second Language students struggle with different versions of language 

mechanics. Here, punctuation floats loose on the page; commas hang in space and colons 

have long openings before them. Sometimes, the dots of periods aren’t tucked up against 

the words. In my own struggles with written Arabic, the little curls and flecks that I try to 

replicate fall by the wayside as if they were superfluous ornaments instead of essential 

attributes to the language. I know, too, the awkwardness of writing from the right-hand 

margin to the left, how one needs a ruler to set lines. It’s the slant of elbow and wrist a new 

lefthander might endure. Take these issues, add onto that the fear of actually writing, of 

manufacturing original essays in the face of the common belief that new parts are 

unobtainable, and you have pieced-together prose sprung from the internet or else you 

have the wooden structures of previously-scribed five paragraph essays, ghostly 

concoctions that have been used to pass another course, semesters ago.  

I now understand my students’ plagiarism it for what it is: an act of misguided 

entrepreneurship. Behind it is a can-do bravado, mixed with a big desire to please, and 

desperation to garner passing marks. I now see how large and grey the border is between 

appropriating and citing, between collage and actual creation. I recalibrate my instincts to 

scold. I am challenged, instead, to create assignments that they can’t solve by plunging 

through the dumpster of the internet. 

Besides, I am in awe of my students in Morocco. For most of them, they are on their 

fifth language after an indigenous tongue, classical Arabic, French and Derija. I am teaching 

English to students who possess more linguistic sensibility than I’d ever encountered.  They 

are far more resourceful, and more generous of spirit, than other kids I’ve known. 
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“That’s why I want to come in,” Whitman says. “That’s what I want to see up close.” 

He’s exasperating. The enthusiasm is almost too much. Just as the poet used 

exclamation marks, a gesture that would be completely out of line for any other poet, so he 

pushes the limits here, sticking his head through the window in the back of the classroom. 

You can’t help but like him. “You will,” I say. “But for now, why not pretend you are on the 

hillside in Brooklyn, the one that looks out over the East River. You can be watching the 

ferry boats.” 

He sighs. “Alright, but just for now. I need to see some more of Marrakesh anyway.” 

He vanishes and I’m shuffling through papers when my students arrive. 

 

And then, the strikes, “les manifestations,” come. Unlike American protests, these 

aren’t marches. These gatherings happen in circles, forming much like the rings of people 

around the storytellers at D’Jemna Al Fna, the main square in Marrakesh. Tourists, locals, 

hustlers, shopkeepers and schoolchildren tilt their heads to catch glimpses of snake 

charmers, monkey handlers, folk medicine dispensers, musicians and tale-spinners. They 

cluster, forming closed arcs, in the shape of the round drums the performers are tapping. 

Students at Cadi Ayyad, too, form circles centered with charismatic speakers at their hubs. 

Some speakers preach different versions of Islam, pleading for a more religious culture 

than “Le Maroc qui bouge,”(Morocco on the move) the slogan sanctioned by the 

government ministries. Others give speeches on the frustrating issues of student life—the 

overcrowded classes, shoddy buildings and the condition in the dorms.  
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One day, as I hand out a test that has been postponed for weeks by strikes, a young 

man pushes through the door of my classroom and passes in front of me.  

“Is she giving an exam?” he asks in Derija. Most of the students look up and do not 

respond. They know that the uninvited guests will just be postponing the test. A few of 

them are shaking their heads “No.” The noise grows loud outside the classroom. The boy 

who is interrogating my class leaves. One of the students says, “Professor, let us give you 

our papers now. Don’t wait. The strike is coming. We’ll have to leave.” 

He’s generous to guide me through.   

 

Weeks later, across the continent from Morocco, where Africa meets Asia, Israeli 

planes retaliate for three killings by Hamas and start bombing Gaza. Seven days into the 

strikes, 400 civilians are dead, many of them children. The count climbs by the hour. My 

students are upset. Many of them get into scuffles with the police. A young man in my class, 

Abdellatif, comes into the classroom with three bandaids stuck to his hairline. There’s a 

bruise on one cheek.  

“Are you okay?” I ask. 

“With the police,” he says. He points to his face and moves his finger in a circle.  

Abdellatif is a mild young man, not prone to outbursts. In class discussions, he is silent. But 

when I look over to him, he smiles. Today, though, he’s somber.  

 Three weeks go by. There are strikes and holidays.  

Then, on a cloudy day I pull up to the faculty on my bicycle and there is a crowd 

outside the gates. The black bars are closed and locked. There’s a picture of a boy, hand-



   
 

 26 

 

drawn, upon the fencing, just above an iron-wrought crescent , star shape of the college 

logo. Alongside it is red felt triangle. The kids aren’t shouting; they aren’t crying. They have 

the look of protesters who have been at this for a few days. They are milling about. 

One of my students comes over. “There is no meeting today,” he says. “A student was 

killed.” 

When I ask the guardian to let me inside the campus, I walk my bicycle inside and I 

find the Dean, a kind man who had welcomed me warmly to the faculty, pacing. He’s talking 

with some colleagues. 

“Un garçon est mort?” I ask. 

“Oui,” he says. He is quiet and looks at me. 

“Desolee,” I say. “I’m so sorry.” 

On the way out, I see some of my students who tell me that the boy was clubbed by 

the police; he was a victim of the Gaza protests on campus. They’re memorializing him with 

the drawings and slogans on sheets across the gate.  

Amidst girls in long, dark sweaters pulled down over their jeans, I must look a little 

pink, a little yellow white. That’s at least how I feel on this day: whitened in the crowd. But I 

don’t fear for my safety. Instead I am in Isti’dad—the state of readiness, what Sufis use to 

ready themselves for lawami’ or flashes. I am dropping into a space where my 

understanding of Morocco is deepening. I live here. And that must be why I have Whitman 

here too. 
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“Listen,” Whitman tells me. I’ve parked my bicycle near the faculty, out of view of the 

crowd. “I know what it’s like to see kids fighting and getting hurt.” He’s pulling on his shirt 

sleeves.  

I almost can’t bear it. Dust from the wind is stinging my legs. “They’re empathizing 

and it’s gotten one kid killed.” 

“Hell, all of them empathize. That’s their age. And that’s the age when we pick ‘em as 

soldiers.” He has his hands on his waist and he’s leaning forward. 

I kick up my bike stand and start to roll away. I can’t be philosophical right now. I 

don’t have as much distance as the poet does. 

 

Before the boy died, it had seemed like a good idea to trudge through an 

abbreviated, abridged and anemic chronology of American Literature. I’d started with the 

Early American writers, the Puritans, and moved forward. I could offer only small snippets 

of literary artifacts. But no longer. Between the strikes, amidst the throngs of kids jamming 

into the rooms, I need to come up with something more urgent. More relevant, less 

emaciated. 

That’s when I decide to bring in Walt Whitman. That great American loverboy of 

letters, the anti-poet, the lust-plumped voyeur who watched young men bathing—what 

more expansion of the great American social experiment could there be than Whitman? 

He has a big voice. I know that these kids, too, need a way to speak out, if only in lines of 

verse. My students in America know they have voices, but rarely claim them. They’re 

almost bored with the right to speak out. Their pencils twirl over the margins of their 
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brand new books while anemic protests dwindle outside the buildings. How might they test 

extreme emotions? How else could they experience the outright expression of their 

feelings? 

No arts courses—no foundation courses, no appreciation courses, no expressive arts 

courses—no music, dance, painting or creative writing exist here. In a way, it’s a glimpse of 

what America could be like in ten years—the schools finally rubbed free of art.  The result? 

Writing that follows formulas—essays with ballooning introductions and a lack of 

supportive material. Little opinion is ventured. As one student wrote to me on email when I 

had asked her to describe what she had learned from writing a little reminiscence of her 

own childhood, “But how can we learn things from our own productions??” She had written 

a creative piece in response to Joe Brainard’s memoir, I Remember. And she couldn’t see 

how she might have learned from writing her own version. She was one of my highest-

performing students and yet the whole meta-cognitive piece was missing. For her, this kind 

of expression felt alien, ornamental.  

Whitman. He could be just the answer. This is the “Song of Myself” poet, the poet 

who uses himself as the vehicle to maneuver his readers through the complex, new nation 

of America.  And, as a poet who escaped the confines of traditional, and stifling, rhyme and 

meter, he would give my students the gift of “free verse,” a liberation much needed. It was 

poetry’s answer to creating a new expression for a new country. “The self,” as the 

anthropologist Lawrence Rosen writes, “is not an artifact of interior construction but an 

unavoidably public act.” Indeed, Whitman sacrifices a personal “I” for the sake of a 

universal one. While, in the first person he constructs a version of himself, he is also 
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creating a vast “disintegration” of individualism, washing the self into the masses. “I sing 

myself,” he says and, of course, the more Whitman sings of his own, personal self, the 

greater the artifice of his character and the more it grows away from an isolated persona. 

He’s the new Romantic—a caricature of Wordsworth, brought down a notch or two in 

social status (no sitting in well-laundered breeches atop a hillock in the lake region, but 

more generous of spirit. He’s love American style, expanding his spirit to measure up to the 

big, unwieldy place that he calls home.  

 

I choose “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” because, though it is a long poem—twenty six 

sections in all, it moves at a good pace, towards the closure of “Great or Small, you furnish 

your parts toward the soul.” In the poem, the great “I” remarks upon the crowds on the 

ferry across the East River. You can imagine him standing on a hill in Brooklyn. From there 

he’s watching the ferry cross back and forth; he looks toward the horizon, addressing the 

“Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes.” He’s genuinely curious about 

them, seeing them “face to face.” He envisions the future, saying, “I think of you more “than 

you might suppose.” It’s endearing, this address—bringing you close to him, a gesture that 

sets him off from his readers at that time and connects as any poet would hope, to a lasting 

audience, changing as do the crowds upon the ferries: 

 
  Flood-tide below me! I see you face to face! 
  Clouds of the west—sun there half an hour 
   high—I see you also face to face. 
 
  Crowds of men and women attired in the usual 
   costumes, how curious you are to me! 
  On the ferry-boats the hundreds and hundreds  
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   that cross, returning home, are more 
   curious to me than you shall suppose, 
  And you that shall cross from shore to shore 
   years hence are more to me, and more 
   in my meditations, than you might suppose. 
 
 
The long breaths of lines washing to and fro mimic the slosh of the river and the 

carve of the boat through it. In fact, the lines are mouthfuls; they leave you breathless.   

Even the indented phrases, enforced by printers to accommodate the length of the lines as 

if they are folding linens into boxes, remind you of the edges. It runs out where the page 

runs out—but Whitman’s verse pushes against these confines. Frankly, I’ve always thought 

that his poems might be printed sideways, in landscape format. The contemporary 

American poet, CK Williams, did that in his book TAR and I don’t know why it didn’t catch 

on. A poem, of course, has its limits. 

The ferry travels between Manhattan and Brooklyn, and it also sloshes between the 

past and the future, reaching toward those who “shall cross from shore to shore years 

hence.” The poet is closing the gap between these travelers: “it avails not, time nor place—

distance avails not…” That’s what makes me think that this poem, more than others more 

contemporary even, might bridge the vast differences between Morocco and America, 

between my home in one tourist-fed city, Seattle, to another, Marrakesh. In this land where 

there aren’t ferries crossing rivers, but there is the to and fro of buses, donkey carts, 

scooters --the whoosh of traffic across the desert, I can see Walt Whitman. 

“Myself disintegrated, everyone disintegrated” he writes. The traits that make us 

human dissolve, finally, into the compost of genes and relics, and we become part of 

posterity-- pulled from and discarded. There is a “scheme” and we’re part of it. Individuals 
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matter because they contribute to the whole, just as my students do: “The current rushing 

so swiftly and swimming with me far away.” We are connected, if only in the crowd.  “You 

furnish your parts toward eternity, /Great or small you furnish your parts toward the soul.”  

All eighteen and nineteen year olds crave some connection toward eternity. They 

want to know that their lives matter. When I was encountering this poem in my first year of 

college, it swept over me in the way that beautiful, big forms do during the grandiose age of 

narcissism. That’s the hinge of adolescence and adulthood, when a person is able to move 

about with the rights and responsibilities of an adult and the actual developmental age of a 

child. I remember it well. One’s ego is both fragile and huge, and the elasticity of growth is 

so rich with potential—that’s why I teach people of this age. That’s why I bring Whitman to 

my students. 

I start by having them write imitations of “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” relying on their 

own political, spiritual or personal themes. We all have “curious, abrupt questionings stir 

within” us, I tell them. Perhaps each of us has “been struck from the float forever held in 

solution,” that amniotic bath of atmosphere and breath. We all live in a space of shared air. 

We are here, now. It’s alarming, exhilarating and dreadful. 

Perhaps that is the day that I let Whitman into the room. It is a day of grey sun, a 

pink-white wash across the sky and my students and I are looking at the poem, figuring out 

how to write one like it. 

 

“I’d be delighted to help,” He says. And there he is, one leg through the broken 

window. My students are turning to see his dirty beige trousers emerge through the frame. 
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Behind them, the voice continues. “Naturally, I am in expert in such verse. I can make it go 

on and on.” 

One of the students says, “Hey, this guy is going to get cut on this glass.” 

“He won’t. He’s good at dealing with getting through broken stuff,” I say. I’m thinking 

of Whitman in the make-shift hospitals of the civil war battlefields. 

“I’m here to be of assistance, my dear boy. You and your classmates would like, I’m 

sure, to concoct some good poetry about this magnificent city, and some of---“ 

“I’d like you all to meet Walt Whitman,” I say to the class. 

. “Can I help you?” a girl asks. She reaches for his hand and pulls him upright. A boy 

steps forward and lifts Whitman’s satchel up and places it over the poet’s arm. 

 “Good for you he says,” when he stands up. He exhales a long rumble of “My, my, 

my.” Then he says, “Now, let’s get to work.” 

For the rest of the afternoon, he walks through the broken desks and chairs. He 

leans over the students’ papers and points to lines. I am surprised by his affection for their 

work; I would have thought him to be in love with their corporeal selves. 

Lest I considered him a dirty old man, a lecherous fellow, attracted to the prospect 

of young men and women leaning towards him, I must tell you that this was not so.   

“You contain multitudes,” he whispers. “Those many selves must be alive in your 

words.” The hush of his voice, the come-down from his bravado out in the city, startles me. 

Whitman, somehow, had bloomed into a sanguine adult man who put aside the palpable 

lust that I’d seen in the café. Though attracted to the humanity at hand, and sensuous still, 

he had concocted a museum sort of distance. A helpful, mentoring distance.  
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“Stick your hands in your pockets Jonathan…/You are mighty cute…and here is one 

of your bargains,” he says.3 But he’s not helping young Jonathan (here we call him “Ahmed” 

or “Mohammed” or “Hisham”) out of his trousers. He’s not fussing over the boy’s cuteness.  

He’s channeling this:  “Enjoy your youth; if you rely too much on what Imams have said 

about the Koran, you’ll lose some of your power. Write your sexuality into the imagery.”  

 

Days after Whitman disappears through the window, after he scrapes his satchel 

along the shards stuck in the frame and heads back into the city, the poems come in—

stacks of them—and as I flip through, I see that almost all are about Gaza, about the 

confrontations and casualties between the Israelis and Palestinians, the images that had 

come to Morocco on television, and about the protests on campus.   

One, in particular, draws my attention. Tahar Kettani’s   “A Tribute to You Martyr” 

traces Whitman’s form, but the speaker is, instead of watching a ferryboat in Brooklyn, 

looking out upon his own homeland of Morocco. From here, he sees how it is united with 

the Muslim world thousands of miles to the east: 

 
A Tribute to You "Martyr" 
 
By: Moulay Tahar Kattani 
 
  
Land of prophets; I see you with a bleeding heart. 
Crowds of martyrs; I see you with a longing heart. 
Crowds of men and women, juniors and seniors, how glorious 

you are to me. 

                                                           
3
 Whitman, Leaves of Grass, “To Get Betimes in Boston Town.” 
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On the holy land, the soil of divine watershed not of human 
bloodshed, 

Where you the next martyr, in your last voyage; I see you in a 
moment of bittersweet homage. 

  
The news of your demise is not that new to me. 
Enjoy the moment you dreamed of your whole life, 
Enjoy the pride held in every letter of your name.  
Mothers! Don’t cry; hold your heads high; 
Your beloved children reached immortality. 
  
Others will see tanks, fighter-jets, and troops deployed, 
Others will see debris, fenced land, beaten olive trees, and 

fights everywhere, 
Others will see politicians meet and talk, meet and talk, meet 

and talk. 
Well! I, I see a kid holding a stone in front of a tank, 
I see a father watching a bullet transfix his son, 
I see a bulldozer crashing the bones of an American pacifist 

girl. 
  
I want to be called Mohamed Addourrah, 
I want to be called Fares Oudah, 
And hell yeah! I want to be called Rachel Corey, if it is for a 

shred of the courage with which she stood still against a 
bulldozer.  

For I think, Achilles’ blood runs in their veins, and the Spartan 
dignity overwhelms their soul.  

Your tombs are flavoured with musk, 
Your names echo with the coming of every springy wind,  
Your portraits are engraved in history books. 
  
For you the next martyr, I say: 
I am sorry; I apologize on behalf of me and the entire world. 
We let you down. 
Though,  
Just as you feel when you look on tanks charge, so I feel, 
Just as you worry when you deal with them, so I worry, 
Just as you take the shot, my dignity takes the shot too. 
For we are like the fingers of the hand; if one is hurt, the hand 

is hurt. 
Let us not fall in the “divide and conquer” trap. 
For this, is the winning move against giants. 
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Yes I just said it; you are giants; 
You merit all respect. 
They conquered your land;  
You conquered all the hearts.   

 
 
This young poet is writing about the boy who died at our faculty, and he’s writing in a way 

that opens his heart to political concerns. The poem is also a venue that exposes him to 

conflict.  The “Holy land” is “the soil of divine watershed,” the place where divinity takes all 

forms, where “human bloodshed” is the crux of conflict, a pain that hurts the speaker. 

Kettani sidesteps being the hero of the poem. He’s pushing past his role as a witness and 

gives attention to the other, the “martyr.” “You merit all respect,” writes Kettani, “They 

conquered your land;/ You conquered all the hearts.” And in the Whitmanesque morphing 

of the individual into the great “disintegration,” the would-be narcissism of the “I” reaches a 

restorative end. 

 Tahar is our Jonathan alright. He’s made Whitman’s bargain and penetrated his own 

desire with politics. He’s let it get personal.  His poem gestures to the masses through the 

“sacrifice” of one boy. Then, the examples build up; we see that there are others: 

Mohammed Addourrah and Fares Oudah, two Palestinian boys who died in confrontations 

with Israelis running tanks and guns at them, and young American Rachel Corrie who put 

herself in front of a tank and was also killed. Whether American or Palestinian, or 

Moroccan, “You all furnish your parts toward the soul.” Tahar Kettani’s poem is a testament 

to becoming part of the other: “I want to be called Mohamed Addourah,” he says. Then: “For 

you the next martyr, I say:/I am sorry,” as if his stretch to the future is through the sacrifice 

of the past.  
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“Hey Walt Whitman,” I sing. “Hey.” I’m on my bicycle, a red frame with old, grey 

tires.  

“I can hear you,” he yells. “I’m over here.”  

Sure enough, off to the side of the Safi boulevard stands Whitman. He’s looking at 

me and eying the bike. He looks like he expects me to keep going.  But I stop for him.  

“The past is connected now,” I say. 

“More beads along the string. More wars, more boys connected to each other.” 

“It’s not by a ferryboat to Brooklyn anymore.” I’m clicking my handbrakes back and 

forth. 

“No, he says, “But great or small, we’re all part of it.” He sighs and laughs to the sky. 

There are no clouds, just the white glare of the sun. 

I look at him and nod. 

Whitman turns and walks down the street behind the bakery. The pavement will 

turn to dirt and disappear into the bled. From there, he will follow it out. 
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Appendix 

 

CROSSING BROOKLYN FERRY.    

 
1  
  FLOOD-TIDE below me! I watch you, face to face;  

Clouds of the west! sun there half an hour high! I  
         see you also face to face.  

 
2  
  Crowds of men and women attired in the usual cos-  

         tumes! how curious you are to me!  

On the ferry-boats, the hundreds and hundreds that  
         cross, returning home, are more curious to me  
         than you suppose,  

And you that shall cross from shore to shore years  
         hence, are more to me, and more in my med-  
         itations, than you might suppose.  

 
3  
  The impalpable sustenance of me from all things, at  

         all hours of the day,  

The simple, compact, well-joined scheme—myself  
         disintegrated, every one disintegrated, yet part  
         of the scheme,  

The similitudes of the past, and those of the future,  

The glories strung like beads on my smallest sights  
         and hearings—on the walk in the street, and  
         the passage over the river,  

 

The current rushing so swiftly, and swimming with  
         me far away,  

The others that are to follow me, the ties between me  
         and them,  

The certainty of others—the life, love, sight, hear-  
         ing of others.  

 
4  
  Others will enter the gates of the ferry, and cross  

         from shore to shore,  

Others will watch the run of the flood-tide,  

Others will see the shipping of Manhattan north and  
         west, and the heights of Brooklyn to the south  
         and east,  
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Others will see the islands large and small,  

Fifty years hence, others will see them as they cross,  
         the sun half an hour high,  

A hundred years hence, or ever so many hundred  
         years hence, others will see them,  

Will enjoy the sunset, the pouring in of the flood-  
         tide, the falling back to the sea of the ebb-tide.  

 
5  
  It avails not, neither time or place—instance avails  

         not,  

I am with you, you men and women of a generation,  
         or ever so many generations hence,  

I project myself—also I return—I am with you, and  
         know how it is.  

 
6  
  Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky,  

         so I felt,  

Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one  
         of a crowd,  

Just as you are refreshed by the gladness of the river,  
         and the bright flow, I was refreshed,  

Just as you stand and lean on the rail, yet hurry with  
         the swift current, I stood, yet was hurried,  

Just as you look on the numberless masts of ships,  
         and the thick-stemmed pipes of steamboats, I  
         looked.  

 
7  
  I too many and many a time crossed the river, the  

         sun half an hour high,  

I watched the Twelfth Month sea-gulls—I saw them  
         high in the air, floating with motionless wings,  
         oscillating their bodies,  

I saw how the glistening yellow lit up parts of their  
         bodies, and left the rest in strong shadow,  

I saw the slow-wheeling circles, and the gradual  
         edging toward the south.  

 
8  
  I too saw the reflection of the summer sky in the  

         water,  

Had my eyes dazzled by the shimmering track of  
         beams,  

Looked at the fine centrifugal spokes of light round  
         the shape of my head in the sun-lit water,  

Looked on the haze on the hills southward and south-  
         westward,  
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Looked on the vapor as it flew in fleeces tinged with  
         violet,  

Looked toward the lower bay to notice the arriving  
         ships,  

Saw their approach, saw aboard those that were near  
         me,  

Saw the white sails of schooners and sloops, saw the  
         ships at anchor,  

The sailors at work in the rigging, or out astride the spars,  

The round masts, the swinging motion of the hulls,  
         the slender serpentine pennants,  

The large and small steamers in motion, the pilots in  
         their pilot-houses,  

The white wake left by the passage, the quick trem-  
         ulous whirl of the wheels,  

The flags of all nations, the falling of them at sun-set,  

The scallop-edged waves in the twilight, the ladled  
         cups, the frolicsome crests and glistening,  

The stretch afar growing dimmer and dimmer, the  
         gray walls of the granite store-houses by the  
         docks,  

On the river the shadowy group, the big steam-tug  
         closely flanked on each side by the barges—the  
         hay-boat, the belated lighter,  

On the neighboring shore, the fires from the foundry  
         chimneys burning high and glaringly into the  
         night,  

Casting, their flicker of black, contrasted with wild  
         red and yellow light, over the tops of houses,  
         and down into the clefts of streets.  

 
9  
  These, and all else, were to me the same as they are  

         to you,  

I project myself a moment to tell you—also I  
         return.  

 
10  

  I loved well those cities,  

I loved well the stately and rapid river,  

The men and women I saw were all near to me,  

Others the same—others who look back on me,  
         because I looked forward to them,  

(The time will come, though I stop here to-day and  
         to-night.)  

 
11  

  What is it, then, between us?  
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What is the count of the scores or hundreds of years  
         between us?  

 
12  

  Whatever it is, it avails not—distance avails not, and  

         place avails not.  

 
13  

  I too lived, (I was of old Brooklyn,)  

I too walked the streets of Manhattan Island, and  
         bathed in the waters around it,  

I too felt the curious abrupt questionings stir within  
         me,  

In the day, among crowds of people, sometimes they  
         came upon me,  

In my walks home late at night, or as I lay in my  
         bed, they came upon me.  

 
14  

  I too had been struck from the float forever held in  

         solution,  

I too had received identity by my body,  

That I was, I knew was of my body—and what I  
         should be, I knew I should be of my body.  

 
15  

  It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall,  

The dark threw patches down upon me also,  

The best I had done seemed to me blank and sus-  
         picious,  

My great thoughts, as I supposed them, were they not  
         in reality meagre? would not people laugh  
         at me?  

 
16  

  It is not you alone who know what it is to be evil,  

I am he who knew what it was to be evil,  

I too knitted the old knot of contrariety,  

Blabbed, blushed, resented, lied, stole, grudged,  

Had guile, anger, lust, hot wishes I dared not speak,  

Was wayward, vain, greedy, shallow, sly, cowardly,  
         malignant,  

The wolf, the snake, the hog, not wanting in me,  

The cheating look, the frivolous word, the adulterous  
         wish, not wanting,  

Refusals, hates, postponements, meanness, laziness,  
         none of these wanting.  
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17  
  But I was a Manhattanese, free, friendly, and proud  

I was called by my nighest name by clear loud voices  
         of young men as they saw me approaching or  
         passing,  

Felt their arms on my neck as I stood, or the neg-  
         ligent leaning of their flesh against me as I sat,  

Saw many I loved in the street, or ferry-boat, or pub-  
         lic assembly, yet never told them a word,  

Lived the same life with the rest, the same old laugh-  
         ing, gnawing, sleeping,  

Played the part that still looks back on the actor or  
         actress,  

The same old rôle, the rôle that is what we make it,  
         as great as we like,  

Or as small as we like, or both great and  
         small.  

 
18  

  Closer yet I approach you,  

What thought you have of me, I had as much of you  
         —I laid in my stores in advance,  

I considered long and seriously of you before you  
         were born.  
 

19  
  Who was to know what should come home to me?  

Who knows but I am enjoying this?  

Who knows but I am as good as looking at you now,  
         for all you cannot see me?  

 
20  

  It is not you alone, nor I alone,  

Not a few races, nor a few generations, nor a few  
         centuries,  

It is that each came, or comes, or shall come, from its  
         due emission, without fail, either now, or then, or  
         henceforth.  

 
21  

  Every thing indicates—the smallest does, and the  

         largest does,  

A necessary film envelops all, and envelops the Soul  
         for a proper time.  

 
22  

  Now I am curious what sight can ever be more stately  

         and admirable to me than my mast-hemm'd Man-  
         hatta,  

My river and sun-set, and my scallop-edged waves of  
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         flood-tide,  

The sea-gulls oscillating their bodies, the hay-boat in  
         the twilight, and the belated lighter;  

Curious what Gods can exceed these that clasp me  
         by the hand, and with voices I love call me  
         promptly and loudly by my nighest name as I  
         approach,  

Curious what is more subtle than this which ties me  
         to the woman or man that looks in my face,  

Which fuses me into you now, and pours my meaning  
         into you.  

 
23  

  We understand, then, do we not?  

What I promised without mentioning it, have you not  
         accepted?  

What the study could not teach—what the preaching  
         could not accomplish is accomplished, is it not?  

What the push of reading could not start is started by  
         me personally, is it not?  

 
24  

  Flow on, river! flow with the flood-tide, and ebb with  

         the ebb-tide!  

Frolic on, crested and scallop-edged waves!  

Gorgeous clouds of the sunset! drench with your  
         splendor me, or the men and women generations  
         after me;  

Cross from shore to shore, countless crowds of pas-  
         sengers!  

Stand up, tall masts of Mannahatta!—stand up,  
         beautiful hills of Brooklyn!  

Bully for you! you proud, friendly, free Manhat-  
         tanese!  

Throb, baffled and curious brain! throw out questions  
         and answers!  

Suspend here and everywhere, eternal float of solu-  
         tion!  

Blab, blush, lie, steal, you or I or any one after us!  

Gaze, loving and thirsting eyes, in the house, or street,  
         or public assembly!  

Sound out, voices of young men! loudly and musically  
         call me by my nighest name!  

Live, old life! play the part that looks back on the  
         actor or actress!  

Play the old rôle, the rôle that is great or small,  
         according as one makes it!  
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Consider, you who peruse me, whether I may not in  
         unknown ways be looking upon you;  

Be firm, rail over the river, to support those who lean  
         idly, yet haste with the hasting current;  

Fly on, sea-birds! fly sideways, or wheel in large  
         circles high in the air;  

Receive the summer-sky, you water! and faithfully  
         hold it, till all downcast eyes have time to take  
         it from you;  

Diverge, fine spokes of light, from the shape of my  
         head, or any one's head, in the sun-lit water;  

Come on, ships from the lower bay! pass up or down,  
         white-sailed schooners, sloops, lighters!  

Flaunt away, flags of all nations! be duly lowered at  
         sunset;  

Burn high your fires, foundry chimneys! cast black  
         shadows at nightfall! cast red and yellow light  
         over the tops of the houses;  

Appearances, now or henceforth, indicate what you  
         are;  

You necessary film, continue to envelop the Soul;  

About my body for me, and your body for you, be  
         hung our divinest aromas;  

Thrive, cities! bring your freight, bring your shows,  
         ample and sufficient rivers;  

Expand, being than which none else is perhaps more  
         spiritual;  

Keep your places, objects than which none else is  
         more lasting.  

 
25  

  We descend upon you and all things—we arrest you  

         all,  

We realize the Soul only by you, you faithful solids  
         and fluids,  

Through you color, form, location, sublimity, ideality,  

Through you every proof, comparison, and all the  
         suggestions and determinations of ourselves.  

 
26  

  You have waited, you always wait, you dumb, beauti-  

         ful ministers! you novices!  

We receive you with free sense at last, and are  
         insatiate henceforward,  

Not you any more shall be able to foil us, or with-  
         hold yourselves from us,  

We use you, and do not cast you aside—we plant  
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         you permanently within us,  

We fathom you not—we love you—there is per-  
         fection in you also,  

You furnish your parts toward eternity,  

Great or small, you furnish your parts toward the  
         Soul.  

 

 

--Walt Whitman. Courtesy of the Walt Whitman Archives. 1995-2006. 

 


