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Sing on there in the swamp, 
O singer bashful and tender, I hear your notes, I hear your call, 
I hear, I come presently, I understand you, 
But a moment I linger, for the lustrous star has detain’d me, 
The star my departing comrade holds and detains me. 

 
~Walt Whitman 

 
This text comes from Whitman’s “When lilacs last in the dooryard bloom’d,” a lengthy elegy in memory of 
Abraham Lincoln. My choral setting of another part of this poem has been my most popular work to date. I 
composed “Sing on there in the swamp” just a few months later and it is in a very similar style and mood. 
The poem is imbued with a bittersweetness that I have tried to reflect in the music. The beautiful things 
about spring—the lilacs, the singing of the birds, the “lustrous” western star—perennially remind the speaker 
of the “departing comrade.” 
 
Another poem from Whitman’s Memories of Lincoln refers to the assassinated president as “gentle” and “plain,” 
character traits with which he is still fondly associated. I hope I have captured these traits in my music as 
effectively as my brother, Markus McGrath, has captured them in his beautiful cover illustration, which he 
was very kind to draw at my request. 
 
A performance note: My attempt to set a metronome marking for this song has proven, as it often does, very 
frustrating. I went back to the recording that my friend Sarah and I made some years back and was struck by 
how much freedom we had taken in its interpretation. We did not set out to do so; we merely let the music 
take us where it wanted to go. It should not have a sense of strict tempo; it wants to “push forward” and 
“pull back” expressively; in some places it wants to “linger.” An intuitive ear will help you know where the 
music wants to go. Unfortunately the page is a very imperfect medium for expressing musical concepts. 
 
~Ethan McGrath 

Recorded by Sarah Tullock and Ethan McGrath on the CD 
An Echo from Willowwood, available at www.ethanmcgrath.com 

 
Music copyright © 2010 by Ethan McGrath. 

Cover drawing copyright © 2010 by Markus McGrath. 
All rights reserved. 
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