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Preface


Washington Irving was an American original. His life story is the kind on which America was built and thrives: a likable, average man does something no one has ever done before and becomes very, very famous. So famous that women swoon over him and adoring fans hang his picture on their walls. Newspapers track his every move. Politicians want to be associated with him. It's a story you might think you've read and heard countless times before, but this one is differ-ent—because it's the first.

The first American to earn a living by his pen, Washington Irving was America's first bona fide best-selling author. Unlike writers before him, he had no family wealth or personal estate to sustain him if he simply dabbled or wrote for pleasure. Irving had to write for a living. And write he did, churning out books, reviews, and articles for six decades, working with such regularity that he was sometimes accused of “bookmaking.” Like many of today's best-selling authors, who publish books readers love but critics loathe, Irving wrote for the mass-es—and for profit, not for posterity. The fact that his work sold so well and so quickly surprised even him.

Consequently, Irving was the nation's first international super-star, even in the most modern sense of the word. He had talent, movie-star good looks, and a charm that endeared him to his audience. He was a friend to presidents and kings, artists and poets; admirers begged for his autograph or a piece of his blotting paper, while writers sought an encouraging word. Were he alive today, he would be a staple of gossip magazines and tabloids, as he frequented plays and operas, and danced and drank with the glitterati.

For all his success, Irving was a man in perpetual crisis—and here, too, he was an American original, frequently engaging in damage control to protect a carefully cultivated reputation. While the public saw a wealthy, eligible bachelor and gentleman, Irving's private life was often in shambles. Money was a constant concern, as irresponsible family members lost his earnings in a variety of poor investments and ill-advised schemes. He fretted over his health, and suffered from a herpetic condition that periodically laid him up for months. He struggled with writer's block, feuded with publishers, and sulked over criticism. Frustrated in matters of the heart, he never married and was, in all likelihood, a homosexual.

More than anything, Irving wanted to be loved by readers, cherished by friends and family, and successful in his chosen profession. And while his writing is an important part of his life story, it is only a piece of a larger and more complex portrait. Until now, Irving's body of work has always been better known than the man. A few of his stories and characters are so deeply ingrained in our culture that most people can relate the plot of “Rip Van Winkle” or “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” without ever having read the original stories. Yet even those who have read the stories can rarely identify their author.

This new biography attempts to shift the focus from Irving's writings to Irving the writer. For this reason, I have deliberately left literary criticism and analysis of his oeuvre in the capable hands of others. Instead, this is the story of the man behind those stories. And what a character he is! Far more intriguing than any one of his literary creations. The Washington Irving in these pages is complicated and conflicted. He is the talented, charming, and easygoing man of letters he projected to the public—but he is also the privately petty, jealous, and lazy malcontent. That conflict was part of his considerable charm.

An elegant writer in print, Irving was a terrible speller. His letters are a mishmash of misspelled words and poor grammar, and his personal journals, which he believed no one else would read, were even worse. For the most part, I have chosen to leave his words and syntax intact, even in the endnotes, stepping in only when grammar or punctuation interfered with clarity. The words and sentiments, the very story, are Irving's own—the story of an American original.
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Gotham

1783–1804

My beloved island of Manna-hata!

—Washington Irving, A History of New York, 1809

WASHINGTON IRVING WAS A DUNCE.

That was the unfortunate assessment of Mrs. Ann Kil-master, his kindergarten teacher, in 1789. Every day six-year-old Washington Irving was marched from his family's home on William Street around the corner to Mrs. Kilmaster's classroom on Ann Street in New York City. William and Sarah Irving hoped their youngest child would learn to read and perhaps begin to write under Kilmaster's watchful eye, but the young charge only exasperated his instructor.

As disappointed as Mrs. Kilmaster was, her frustration didn't begin to compare with the wrath of Washington's father. Zealous, hardworking, and utterly humorless, William Irving—the Deacon, as he was known—lorded it over his family of five sons and three daughters ranging in age from twenty-three-year-old William Jr. to six-year-old Washington. A strict Presbyterian, the Deacon tolerated neither idleness nor stupidity.

Born of solid Scotch stock in the Orkney Islands in 1731, the Deacon had initially earned his living at sea, working on an armed packet in the service of Great Britain. While running slants between England and New York, petty officer Irving met Sarah Sanders, the pretty granddaughter of an upright British clergyman. The two were wed in Plymouth, England, and migrated to New York two years later, arriving in Manhattan on July 18, 1763.1

By the time of the American Revolution, the Irvings had five children and a moderately successful business dealing mainly in wine, sugar, hardware, and auctioneering. The Deacon and his wife were staunch patriots, and British occupation during the war made New York an increasingly dangerous place for the Irving family. Concerned for their safety, the Irvings fled across the Hudson River to Rahway, New Jersey, and were fired on by British troops. As the war wound down, the family returned to a battle-scarred New York to reestablish the family business. By mid-1782, Sarah Irving was pregnant with their eighth child.

On the evening of April 3, 1783—the same week New Yorkers learned of the British ceasefire that effectively ended the Revolutionary War—Washington Irving was born in Manhattan. There had never been any doubt as to the child's first name. “Washington's work is ended,” Sarah Irving said to her husband, speaking reverently of the hero of the American Revolution, “and the child shall be named after him.”2

“The house in which I was born,” Washington Irving remembered as an old man, “was No. 131 William-street, about half-way between John and Fulton streets. Within a very few weeks after my birth the family moved into a house nearly opposite, which my father had recently purchased; it was No. 128…. It had been occupied by the British commissary during the war; the broad arrow was on the street door, and the garden was full of choice fruit-trees, apricots, green-gages, nectarines, etc. It is the first home of which I have any recollection, and there I passed my infancy and boyhood.”3

The house on William Street was large, but Washington never considered it spacious enough to provide an adequate distance from his father. The Deacon had “small sympathy with the amusements of his children,” Washington's nephew and first biographer Pierre Munro Irving wrote forgivingly years later, “and lost no opportunity of giving their thoughts a serious turn.”4

There was no room for frivolity in the Irving home. Religion was decidedly tedious; church in the mornings and afternoons, followed by lectures in the evenings at which the Deacon sang the closing hymn with pious tears streaming down his face. The Irving children listened to it all dutifully, but the Deacon's passion never persuaded. Recalling his religious upbringing decades later, Wash-ington's bitterness still lingered: “When I was a child, religion was forced upon me before I could understand or appreciate it. I was made to swallow it whether I would or not, and that too in its most ungracious forms. I was tasked with it; thwarted with it; wearied with it in a thousand harsh and disagreeable ways; until I was disgusted with all its forms and observances.”5

For the rest of his life, Washington recalled the Deacon and his lessons with derision: “When I was young, I was led to think that somehow or other everything that was pleasant was wicked.”6 Fortunately, there was a compassionate, mitigating presence in the house; his mother, Sarah, who taught him that what was pleasant could also be beautiful.

While Washington remained understandably skeptical of all things religious, he was nevertheless convinced that his mother was a saint. Apart from protecting him from his disapproving father, Sarah Irving understood that gentleness, even in a man, could be a strength, and she tolerated—perhaps even slyly encouraged—her youngest son's dreamy endeavors. Washington never forgot this; his mother remained both his solace and his inspiration for the rest of his life. “The purest and strongest affection that winds itself round the human heart,” he wrote in his journals years later, “is that between the mother and the son.” The Deacon may have hoped to save Wash-ington's soul, but it was Sarah Irving who salvaged his spirit.

The abundance of brothers and sisters provided another buffer between the Deacon and his youngest son. All the Irving children were unusually close, despite the spread in their ages, and remained so for the rest of their lives. Washington was especially reverential of his brother William, viewing him as not only his oldest brother but a surrogate—and ideal—father figure.

New York's economy was thriving, thanks in no small part to the efforts of the Federalists and Alexander Hamilton, who argued forcefully that loyalist money was just as vital to the economy as that of their patriot neighbors. While never overtly political, the Deacon, along with sons William and Ebenezer, adhered to the Federalist party line, which catered to the interests of the merchant class. The Deacon's business was moderately prosperous, though the Irvings never became part of the powerful Federalist clique of businessmen that evolved into the New York aristocracy. Neither did another New York merchant, a German music shop owner with an interest in fur named John Jacob Astor. Astor ignored politics and went on to amass a fortune, while the Irvings remained solidly and reliably middle class.

Despite Astor's indifference, politics were becoming increasingly important in New York—so important, in fact, that following ratification of the Constitution in 1787, the Continental Congress designated New York as the temporary seat of the new American government. On April 23, 1789, as cannons boomed and music swelled, President-elect George Washington arrived in New York for his inauguration.7 A week later, at New York's new Federal Hall, Washington stepped onto the second-floor balcony to take the oath of office. As fireworks lit up the skies above Manhattan that night, six-year-old Washington Irving was among the tens of thousands of dazzled bystanders.

Irving's Scottish nursemaid, Lizzie, was something of a presidential groupie, following the president doggedly over the next few weeks as he strolled among the shops on Broadway or made his way along the narrow streets to his residence on Cherry Street. Holding Irving aloft on her shoulders every time the president rode past, Lizzie was determined to catch the great man's attention.

Her perseverance paid off, for she finally cornered him in a shop, where she proudly presented Washington Irving to the bemused president. “Please your Honor,” she appealed in her Scottish burr, “here's a bairn was named after you.”8 To her delight, the father of the nation placed his hand upon Washington's head, bestowing his blessing upon his namesake. Irving never forgot the moment. He recounted the story with little variation for the rest of his life, and as an old man had a small watercolor painting of the episode hanging in his bedroom.

Apart from his brush with the president, Irving had no memories of the political glitterati—Vice President John Adams, Congressman James Madison, the fiery partisans Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr, or Chief Justice John Jay—with whom he and his family mingled in their William Street business. That was largely because the political splendor lasted only a little more than a year. In 1790 the compromise brokered by President Washington and his inner circle that allowed the federal government to assume state debts as part of the new national economy also moved the seat of the national government from New York to Philadelphia. New Yorkers shrugged, and went on making money. Manhattan ceased to be a capital city, but was content to be a city of capital.9

The Deacon had every reason to be confident about the future, yet his youngest son had just been labeled a dunce by his frazzled kindergarten teacher. The Deacon growled, Sarah Irving made reassuring noises, but Washington escaped Mrs. Kilmaster's classes with a mastery of the alphabet and not much else.10

His new teacher, Revolutionary War veteran Benjamin Romaine, taught a classroom full of boys and girls in a schoolhouse on Partition Street, still scorched by the fires of the American Revolution. Over the next seven years in Romaine's classroom, Irving learned little more than how to read and write—he was such a dismal student that one fellow classmate later remembered him as “a sluggish and inapt scholar of great diffidence—what teachers call stupid.” Yet Irving and Romaine grew to appreciate each other, recognizing in the other a similar good-natured, easygoing attitude. Romaine teasingly referred to Irving as “the General,” alluding not only to his student's famous namesake but also his seeming inability to tell a lie, so frequently and willingly did Irving admit his role in any mischief or scuffle. He went largely unpunished for his part in any trouble not because he was a teacher's pet but because his delicate stomach made it nearly impossible for him to bear the sight of his classmates being disciplined. Romaine's punishments were somewhat severe, and he was not above a practice known as “horsing,” in which ill-behaved male students were rigorously swatted on their bare backsides. When Romaine exposed the rear ends of the other boys in preparation for the whipping, it was all the nauseous Irving could do to stagger miserably out of the classroom with the girls.11

Outside the classroom, he cultivated his reading skills, paging through newspapers to read about battles, which he and brother John Treat, five years his senior, reenacted in their yard, pelting each other with gravel and fallen fruit. In these clashes, it was John Treat, not Washington, who served as the historian and storyteller. John narrated the details with such gusto—and with such an over-bearing bias toward his own side—that Washington eventually quit playing. It was a lesson in storytelling that Irving wouldn't forget: never let your biases offend your audience.

Newspapers aside, Irving's tastes tilted toward adventure stories—the nineteenth-century equivalent of comic books and pulp novels. At age ten, he became engrossed in a 1783 translation of Ludovico Ariosto's Orlando Furioso, a lengthy epic poem featuring swordfights, quests for maidens, ghosts, and lamenting knights. By eleven, he discovered Robinson Crusoe and Sinbad the Sailor, sparking a lasting fascination with sailors and the navy, as well as marking the beginning of a lifelong love affair with travel.

Just as appealing to his sense of growing wanderlust was a twenty-volume collection of illustrated travel essays entitled The World Displayed, which Irving found among the otherwise solemn tomes in the Deacon's library. Each pocket-sized volume contained pieces by various writers from around the world, with the editorial assistance of a slumming Samuel Johnson. It was within these pages that Irving first encountered stories of ancient Spain and Mexico, two cultures that enthralled him. Sneaking a small volume out of his father's library at night, he read in bed by candlelight until the flame of his smuggled candle finally sputtered out. “I used to take the little volumes to school with me,” Irving recalled sixty years later, “and read them slyly to the great neglect of my lessons.” Romaine recalled stealing up behind his student and snatching the book from him, but the old soldier gave Irving credit for his choice of literature, asking merely that he refrain from reading the books in his classroom. There were other literary gems in the Deacon's study—it was here that the teenage Irving discovered Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Spenser—but The World Displayed made a far larger impact on Irving than would any of those masters.12

There was another important, albeit fleeting, influence in his life at this time: John Anderson, a thoughtful, artistic young man who was in active pursuit of Irving's sister Catharine throughout 1794 and 1795. Eleven-year-old Washington worshipped the elegant Anderson, who could sketch, paint, play the violin, and talk about literature, philosophy, and the theater. Anderson frequently escorted Catharine—“Kitty,” he called her—on trips to visit her newly married brother William. Washington seemed to always show up just in time to take tea with them, and listened to their conversation late into the evening.

The young suitor seemed to have a genuine affection for Irving. “Washington Irving spent the afternoon with me,” Anderson wrote in his journal in January 1794. “Gave him some of my drawing books to look over, and presented him with a small one; play on the violin for him. He stayed to tea. Shew'd him the copy of my old journals and let him read a part.”13 It is easy to see why Irving responded so strongly to Anderson—here was someone who encouraged his interests in art, music, and writing.

Anderson was an unsuccessful suitor—Catharine later spurned his advances and turned her attention to future husband Daniel Paris. But Anderson's influence on Irving was both permanent and prominent. The young man nurtured Irving's love and appreciation for drawing and painting, and encouraged a more active interest in music, though Irving's instrument of choice was the flute, not the violin. Listening to Anderson discuss literature, theater, or current events, Irving absorbed the basics of good conversation. And there were Anderson's journals, in which he laid out his thoughts, dreams, and plans—a habit Irving adopted and maintained for the rest of his life.

With school growing increasingly tedious, Irving began to wander around and beyond Manhattan. Broadway dead-ended on open fields beyond Reade Street, but new buildings were rapidly being erected around the city, ripe for exploration. When small outbreaks of yellow fever made some areas of the city inaccessible, Irving headed north, picking his way up the Hudson shoreline to hunt, swim, read, and investigate the villages and scenery beyond the city limits.

Irving was strongly affected by these sojourns into the countryside, remembering them warmly twenty years later:

As I grew into boyhood, I extended the range of my observations. My holiday afternoons were spent in rambles about the surrounding country. I made myself familiar with all its places famous in history or fable. I knew every spot where a murder or robbery had been committed or a ghost seen. I visited the neighboring villages and added greatly to my stock of knowledge by noting their habits and customs, and conversing with their sages and great men. I even journeyed one long summer's day to the summit of the most distant hill, when I stretched my eye over many a mile of terra incognita, and was astonished to find how vast a globe I inhabited.14

Watching his youngest son returning alone from his excursions upriver, reading books out on the piers, or listening intently to adult conversation, the Deacon could only shake his head in bafflement. “My father dubbed me the Philosopher,” Irving later recalled, “from my lonely & abstractd habits.” If this nickname was given with affection, Irving scowled that it was completely inappropriate—“I was the least of a philosopher as a boy.”15 Philosopher or not, the solitary existence that so puzzled the Deacon came to an end one afternoon in 1797 in the parlor of William and Julia Irving, where fourteen-year-old Washington was reacquainted with William's brother-in-law, nineteen-year-old Tarrytown native James Kirke Paulding.

James Paulding and Washington Irving had met years earlier, shortly after the 1793 marriage of Paulding's sister to Washington's oldest brother. That had been, Paulding recalled, merely a “boyish acquaintance.” Four years later, with a job at the United States Loan Office, Paulding had come to the city to stay. While he lived with his brother on Vesey Street, he spent a great deal of time visiting with his sister, where he again encountered Washington Irving. This time, Paulding wrote, the relationship “ripened into a solid friendship.” It was one that would span seven decades.16

Despite their five-year age difference, the two young men were much alike. Paulding, like Irving, was the eighth and youngest child in an intensely patriotic family. Like the Irvings, the Paulding family had fled their home during the war and had been fired on by British occupiers. And like Irving, Paulding was an introspective boy who turned to books for solace. Poverty limited his access to very few volumes, but he managed to find in his uncle's library Oliver Goldsmith's Citizen of the World, which, Paulding said, “possibly gave a direction to my whole life.”17

A strapping boy and largely self-taught, Paulding was regarded by neighbors as a slouch. “I lived pretty much in a world of my own creating,” he admitted later. “My life at Tarrytown was weary and irksome. The present was a blank and the future almost a void.” Fortunately, his brother stepped in and helped him land both a job and a place to stay in Manhattan.18

Something of a country bumpkin when he first arrived in the city, Paulding remembered being laughed at for walking down the middle of the street. Nonetheless, he and the urbane Washington Irving were quickly inseparable, and just as quickly discovered they had something else in common: a passion for the theater.

While attending the theater was easy for nineteen-year-old Paulding, for fourteen-year-old Irving it was no small matter. Unlike the employed Paulding, Irving was still in school; with no source of income, he had to scrape up the cost of admission however he could. When he could finally buy a ticket, he had to leave the performance early, to his annoyance, so he could be home by 9:00 P.M. for the Deacon's evening prayers. Once in bed, however, Irving would sneak out his bedroom window, leap onto the roof of the woodshed, and scramble down to the street to return to the theater in time to catch the afterpiece.19 If caught, he was certain to raise his father's ire to new, awe-inspiring levels, for this was willful defiance of the Deacon, who not only expected his children to remain at home in bed after curfew but also intensely disliked the theater.

While it is easy to dismiss the Deacon's opposition as pious rhetoric, he did have reason to be concerned—the theater was a rowdy, bawdy, somewhat shady place. The action on stage was frequently drowned out by the audience, as the working class in the pits drank and smoked and talked back to the actors. The more active attendees in the tier of boxes often expressed their dislike for a performance or actor by pelting the stage with rancid fruit or nuts. Meanwhile, in the top balcony, prostitutes openly carried out their business, with the tacit approval of both management and the police.

For all this, Irving was willing to risk the Deacon's fury. While the offstage activities were entertaining enough, Irving was more absorbed by what took place onstage. He attempted writing a play at this time—nothing of it survives—but more importantly, he quickly became a keen and intelligent critic. For Irving, theater was always a topic he could discuss knowledgeably and tastefully.

While his evenings were occupied with the excitement of sneaking off to the theater, his days were still spent in the increasing dullness of Romaine's classroom. “Thot of running away & going to sea,” Irving wrote flatly in one of his journals. Such a life, he surmised, offered not only adventure and romance, but also an attractive alternative to being under the Deacon's roof. For weeks, the teenage Irving prepared for life at sea by strictly adhering to what he called a “regimen,” gagging down pieces of salt pork and sleeping on the hardwood floor of his bedroom. Suffice it to say, the call of the sea couldn't compete with such discomforts. “Hated pork,” he recalled matter-of-factly, “and gave it up.”20

To his surprise, he suddenly had to give up Romaine as well, as the schoolmaster decided to go into business in spring 1797, and closed the doors of his classroom for good. Irving was immediately placed in a “male seminary,” under the baton of Josiah A. Henderson, where Irving sat with college-bound older students, but continually frustrated the efforts of Henderson to teach him Latin, or anything else. Six months later, he was enrolled in Jonathan Fiske's school, where he stayed only until March 1798, at which point the frustrated Fiske began tutoring him privately. On the sly, Irving took lessons in music, dance, drawing, and painting—all activities certain to inspire the Deacon's rage.

In the summer of 1798, there was a different and more serious kind of wrath to be avoided. Cases of yellow fever had been reported on the docks along the East River, close to the Irving home. Unlike the 1795 outbreak, which had been limited to a few isolated parts of town, this time the fever swept through New York like wildfire. The Irvings made the quick decision to abandon the city altogether, scattering the family among friends and relations upstate.

That decision likely saved Irving's life. While 1,600 residents were treated at the Quaker estate of Bellevue, some 2,000 New Yorkers—including twenty doctors and poor John Anderson—succumbed to the fever.21 Meanwhile, fifteen-year-old Irving was safe with Paulding in Tarrytown, where they explored the eastern shores of the Hudson and hunted squirrels in the woods surrounding a nearby Dutch village called Sleepy Hollow.

Gable-end stone mansions squatted among gardens full of hollyhocks. Wrens nested in unraveling hats nailed to walnut trees lining the roads. In the afternoons Paulding's grandfather read aloud from his enormous Dutch Bible with gigantic silver clasps. It all appealed strongly to Irving, this throwback to quaint traditions and old styles, a place where “population, manners, and customs, remain fixed.”22

And there were the old Dutch legends and local ghost stories. Villagers spoke in hushed whispers of the strange cries heard in the woods where the captured British spy John André had been hanged. There was the Woman of the Cliffs, who was seen near the river when a storm was blowing in. Most terrifying was the unnerving “apparition of a figure on horseback without a head.” Irving listened to it all with shuddering relish.23

When the yellow fever burned itself out in Manhattan, it was time to return to the city—and to regular study sessions at home with Fiske, who was determined to prepare him for admittance to college, despite Irving's best efforts. Unfortunately, like Kilmaster, Romaine, and Henderson before him, Fiske was doomed to frustration and disappointment.

Irving's last formal teacher, Fiske finally threw up his hands and abandoned his charge in 1799. It was clear Irving was not destined to follow his brothers Peter and John Treat to Columbia University. At the age of sixteen, with his formal schooling completed, he had, by today's standards, little more than an elementary school education. He had learned little science, a smattering of history and geography, and no logic, theology, foreign languages, algebra, or higher math.24 Even in an area of real interest to him—writing—he lacked discipline, with an erratic sense of spelling, grammar, and punctuation.

Although he was a scribbler as a student, a career as a writer likely never occurred to him. At that time, it was unheard of for anyone to make a living as a full-time, professional author. Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine—these gentlemen were lawyers, printers, politicians first, writers second. There was Charles Brockden Brown, a recent New York transplant who dabbled at novel writing, but he was considered more of a magazine writer and editor.

Considering his options for a career, Irving sought what he believed to be the path of least resistance. The law, he thought, appeared to have both the greatest promise of wealth and security and the least amount of labor-intensive work. Lawyers talked, argued, discussed, and socialized, all habits in line with his natural proclivities. And they weren't slaves to the countinghouse, trade winds, or political embargoes, three masters Irving had watched his father and brothers struggle with as merchants.

“As I had some quickness of parts I was intended for the Law,” Irving said years later in a somewhat embellished version of events, “which with us in America is the path to honour and preferment—to every thing that is distinguished in public life.”25 This was likely only part of the story. The American Revolution had been fought as much in the courtroom as it had on the battlefield, and Irving had seen civic-minded lawyers like Burr and Hamilton amass fortunes as practicing attorneys. It was also the path his brother John Treat was taking with relative ease, though Irving hardly appreciated that the overachieving John made everything look simple.

To the bar it was, then. At age sixteen, Irving entered the offices of Henry Masterson to begin his study of the law. Although one son had already taken to the law, it remained a profession that did not meet with the Deacon's approval. Peter had also considered the legal field, but the Deacon's glare had sent him scrambling into medicine instead. In the Deacon's limited worldview, industrious young men in the new economy made money, not arguments. Washington dismissed his father's disapproval; the youngest Irving had long grown used to disappointing the Deacon.

Better, in the Deacon's eyes, were William Jr. and Ebenezer, who had chosen lives of business and commerce—and the late nineteenth century was certainly a good time for merchants in New York. American neutrality throughout the Napoleonic Wars benefited the economy; between 1795 and 1800, the value of American exports tripled.26 The more well-to-do merchants set up homes on the west side of Manhattan, independent from their businesses, making it one of the most fashionable parts of town. With the influx of new money, lower Broadway became one of the city's wealthiest and most sociable areas.

Watching the upwardly mobile strolling on Broadway, Irving dreamed of making it big. “My anticipations of success at the Bar,” he wrote, “how I would overwhelm the guilty—uphold the innocent—I would scarcely have changed my anticipation for the fame of Cicero.”27 He may have meant it, but he wasn't willing to do the necessary work to become a Cicero—his study habits hadn't changed a bit. It didn't help that Peter frequently dropped by in the early afternoon to gossip.

Twenty-seven-year-old Peter Irving was considered the most sociable and literary of the Irvings. He frequented the best drawing rooms and belonged to all the right clubs. He was vice president of the Calliopean Society, one of New York's early literary clubs. William Dunlap, the manager of the Park Theater, spoke highly of him and valued his opinions on acting, costumes, and sets.28

But Peter's star declined as he succumbed to the indolent habits he now encouraged in his youngest brother. Failing to live up to the promise of his potential—Peter was a doctor in title only; he never practiced—he was likely concerned that his younger brothers might outshine him. While the Irving children were all exceptionally close, brotherly competition always brought out the worst in Peter.

Peter was not threatened by William Jr. or Ebenezer, who had followed their father into a life of commerce. Younger brothers John Treat and Washington, however, were another matter. When John Treat flirted briefly with the ministry, a move Peter considered a deliberate attempt to curry favor with the Deacon, Peter's contemptuous fury was blistering. “Mind Jack,” he mocked, “you must preach dashing sermons!”29 Such brotherly sarcasm was more than John Treat could bear.

Washington, who resembled Peter both in looks and temperament, was easier to keep in check. He revered his older brother and sought his approval, so he was easily influenced to adopt Peter's indolent routines. While both had literary ambitions, each struggled, with varying degrees of success, against what Washington called “gentlemanly habits.” The two spent their time together smoking cigars, discussing the theater, and avoiding work.

It didn't take long for Washington to decide he needed a break from his studies. In 1800, pleading ill health, he convinced his family to send him on a recuperative vacation up the Hudson to Johnstown, where he would stay with his sisters Ann and Catharine and their families. Given its proximity to Albany, Johnstown was considered a cultivated place.30 Irving could barely contain his excitement. Once on the Hudson River, he never looked back.

As his sloop coursed up the river and into the Highlands, Irving was overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the scenery. Nothing ever spoke as loudly to his senses as the grandeur of the Hudson, the Catskills, and the Highlands.

What a time of intense delight was that first sail through the Highlands. I sat on the deck as we slowly tided along at the foot of those stern mountains, and gazed with wonder and admiration at cliffs impending far above me, crowned with forests and eagles sailing and screaming around them; or listened to the unseen stream dashing down precipices; or beheld rock, and tree, and loud, and sky reflected in the glassy stream of the river….

But of all the scenery of the Hudson, the Kaatskill Mountains had the most witching effect on my boyish imagination. Never shall I forget the effect upon me of the first view of them predominating over a wide extent of country, part wild, woody, and rugged; part softened away into all the graces of cultivation. As we slowly floated along, I lay on the deck and watched them through a long summer's day; undergoing a thousand mutations under the magical effects of atmosphere; sometimes seeming to approach; at other times to recede; now almost melting into hazy distance, now burnished by the setting sun, until, in the evening, they printed themselves against the glowing sky in the deep purple of an Italian landscape.31

For Irving, there was no God in these regions, but there were plenty of goblins, ogres, witches, and pirates—and at every turn in the river, crew members and passengers traded local legends and ghost stories that sent shivers up his spine.

Whether this first trip to Johnstown had the desired effect on his physical health, Irving couldn't say—he was far more interested in its energizing effect on his spirit. Just as Walden stirred Henry David Thoreau or the Mississippi moved Mark Twain, the Hudson River would forever be Washington Irving's solace and stimulus: “To me the Hudson is full of storied associations, connected as it is with some of the happiest portions of my life. Each striking feature brings to mind some early adventure or enjoyment; some favorite companion who shared it with me; some fair object, perchance, of youthful admiration.”32

It was with a heavy heart that Irving made the trip back to Manhattan and returned to Masterson's law offices. His time there was unremarkable; the only surviving documents attesting to his abilities as an attorney show his signature as a witness.33 In the summer of 1801 Irving left Masterson for the law offices of the well-connected Henry Brockholst Livingston.

An outspoken attorney of pro-agrarian Jeffersonian politics, Livingston had survived an assassination attempt and had killed in a duel an angry Federalist who had punched him in the nose. Livingston was an amusing mentor, but Irving didn't have the opportunity to study under him for long. In January 1802, in gratitude for Livingston's efforts in the 1800 elections, President Jefferson appointed him to the New York Supreme Court.

Scrambling for a new post, Irving became a clerk to Josiah Ogden Hoffman, who had just resigned as New York's Federalist attorney general. It was a fortunate placement for he, but it wasn't Hoffman's professional guidance to which he responded so well; rather, it was to Hoffman himself, and especially to Hoffman's new young wife, Maria, and their four children.

Hoffman—whom everyone courteously referred to as “the Judge”—was one of New York's most gifted and respected attorneys. He was ambitious, but his success was partly due to marrying well. In 1789 he had married Mary Colden, of one of New York's most prominent political families.34 Mary died in February 1797, leaving the Judge a widower at the age of thirty-one, with three young daughters and a son to care for. In August 1802 Hoffman married Maria Fenno, a vivacious twenty-one-year-old who, like Mary Colden, came from a formidable political family. Her father, journalist John Fenno, was an active and vocal Federalist who had established the anti-Jeffersonian Gazette of the United States with Alexander Hamilton in 1789.

The newlywed Hoffmans settled on Greenwich Street, and the Judge's young clerk immediately became a regular in their household. Irving admired Hoffman's connections and the ease with which he talked politics, and looked to him as a kind of surrogate father, with a smart but not too stern demeanor that—unlike the Deacon's—persuaded rather than intimidated. He also fell in easily with the Judge's four children—Alice Anna, the energetic eldest whom everyone called Ann; quiet Sarah, who went by her middle name of Matilda; Ogden, the only boy; and Mary, who was named after her biological mother. But it was Maria Hoffman who kept him coming back.

In his letters, Irving always called her “my dear friend,” never the overly familiar “Maria.” While their closeness in age and the amount of time Irving spent alone with her in the Judge's house may raise modern eyebrows, there is no indication that their relationship was ever inappropriate—Irving was far too respectful of Mrs. Hoffman, and the Judge likely would have destroyed Irving if anything improper had occurred. “She was like a sister to me,”35 Irving said, and the two regularly enjoyed each other's company and correspondence. It was the first of many close relationships Irving would have with older (albeit in Maria's case, it was only by two years) nurturing, motherly women.

When it came to work, Irving was still a dawdler. In the summer of 1802, overplaying an illness, he convinced his employer and his family that he needed another retreat to Johnstown and the recuperative spas at Ballston Springs.

He reached his sister Catharine in Johnstown, traveling in relative ease by wagon along the turnpike, “but I was so weak,” Irving wrote, “that it was several days before I got over the fatigue.” Like an errant employee who makes certain to cough when he calls in sick, Irving reported, “I have had a little better appetite since I have been up here, though I have been troubled with the pain in my breast almost constantly, and still have a cough at night. I am unable to take any exercise worth mentioning, and doze away my time pretty much as I did in New York…. However,” he wrote with a near-audible sniffle, “I hope soon to get in a better trim.”36

Irving traveled with his brother-in-law Daniel Paris to the spas at Ballston Springs, where his hacking cough was heard through the walls of their hotel. New York Supreme Court justice James Kent asked incredulously if it was really “young Irving who slept in the next room to me, and kept up such an incessant cough during the night?” When told that it was, Kent could only add in disbelief, “He is not long for this world.”37

Suitably recovered, Irving was back in New York by autumn, sorting through the onion-skinned volumes in Hoffman's chambers, gossiping with Peter, and listening to the Judge and his colleagues discuss politics—especially the rise of that Federalist in Democrat-Republican clothing, the crafty New Yorker Aaron Burr.

After losing his bid for reelection to the Senate in 1797, Burr went on to wield considerable power in the New York state legislature, and helped steer all thirteen of New York City's seats to the Democrat-Republicans. “We have beat you by superior Management,”38 Burr told defeated but impressed Federalist colleagues. It came as little surprise when the Democrat-Republicans nominated Burr to their 1800 presidential ticket with Thomas Jefferson.

The messy victory of the Jefferson-Burr ticket in 1801 helped sweep Federalists out of a number of key offices around the nation. As Jefferson's Democrat-Republicans worked to consolidate their power through changes in voting practices, the battered remnants of Hamilton's Federalists were screaming as loudly as they could from the sidelines. The war quickly, and typically, spread to rival newspapers. Political journalist James Cheetham carried the Democrat-Republican banner in his American Citizen, while Hamilton helped William Coleman establish the New York Evening Post as the Feder-alist's journalistic home base. Trying to walk the fine line between the two was the Morning Chronicle, a small daily newspaper established somewhat on the sly by Aaron Burr in October 1802, which was managed and edited by someone Burr considered literary as well as loyal: Peter Irving.

It was possible to be both a Federalist and a Burrite—the Irving brothers certainly were, as was Hoffman, who recognized Burr's Federalist tendencies, even if he didn't necessarily trust him. In one of the Chronicle’s first issues, Peter wrote that he hoped the Chronicle could make its way in “a world of turmoil and vexation” as “a fair and independent newspaper.” With political tensions mounting, however, it didn't take long before the Chronicle’s political cannon fired at both the Citizen and the Post. While Peter claimed to be staking the middle ground, his self-proclaimed “fair and independent” commentary was blistering. Martin Van Buren, who knew a thing or two about smear campaigns, later remembered the Chronicle as “a stinging little sheet.” It was within its pages that editor Peter Irving's nineteen-year-old brother Washington made his literary debut.39

“If the observations of an odd old fellow are not wholly super-fluous,” began a letter in the November 15, 1802, edition of the Morning Chronicle, “I would thank you to shove them into a spare corner of your paper.” With this, Washington Irving, in his first published writing, proceeded to poke fun at the current trends in dress and fashion, training most of his criticism on young men and their “most studied carelessness, and almost slovenliness of dress,” who are more interested in themselves than their unfortunate ladies who “undergo the fatigue of dragging along this sluggish animal.” A second letter followed five days later, this time about the “strange and preposterous… manner in which modern marriages are conducted.” The signature appearing in all capital letters at the end of each piece was not “Washington Irving,” but the first of many pseudonyms Irving adopted throughout his literary life: “Jonathan Oldstyle.”40

Irving wasn't doing anything new by writing under an assumed name. He was working in a tradition—an “old style”—that traced its roots in America as far back as the 1720s, when a young printer's apprentice named Benjamin Franklin had written similar letters to the New-England Courant under the name Silence Dogood. It is revealing that in his first published appearance Irving not only found comfort in a form of writing that was going out of fashion, but also adopted the persona of a wealthy, older gentleman bachelor. While the persona was a lark, it had a whiff of truth about it, for a well-heeled gentleman was exactly what Irving aspired to be. For this reason, Oldstyle's personality is sometimes difficult to pry away from Irving's own. While he attempted to write in an older, more experienced tone, there is too much whim and too little worldliness in Oldstyle's voice for the act to be entirely convincing.

Why adopt the pseudonym at all? Not privacy, for it was commonly known around New York that Irving was Oldstyle. Some have suggested that Irving, at nineteen, was uncomfortable speaking publicly in his own voice. Others have argued that his decision to combine the uncouth American first name of Jonathan with the more refined last name of Oldstyle was an intentional exercise in irony.41

The real answer is probably nowhere near as complicated or sophisticated. Irving likely had read similar ramblings attributed to “Oliver Oldschool” in Port-Folio, and saw the potential enjoyment one could derive from assuming another name and identity. Adopting a new persona appealed to his love of all things theatrical. He became Oldstyle because it was fun.

By his third letter, Irving discarded discussions of fashion and marriage—he had only a slight interest in the first, and no experience in the second—in favor of a topic he knew well, and which he could write about at length: the theater. In his December 1 letter, Irving dismantled The Battle of Hexam, a play he had likely seen at the Park Theater. One scene was so confusing, Oldstyle complained, that all he could do was scratch his head in bewilderment: “What this scene had to do with the rest of the piece, I could not comprehend. I suspect it was a part of some other play thrust in here by accident.”42

On December 4 Irving turned his attention from the performance onstage to the audience, “who, I assure you, furnish no inconsiderable part of the entertainment.” It was the longest piece he had written so far, and as Oldstyle grumbled about being pelted by fruit and nuts from the rowdy gallery, it was clear Irving wrote from experience:

I can't say but I was a little irritated at being saluted aside of my head with a rotten pippin, and was going to shake my cane at them; but was prevented by a decent looking man behind me, who informed me it was useless to threaten or expostulate. They are only amusing themselves a little at our expense, said he, sit down quietly and bend your back to it. My kind neighbor was interrupted by a hard green apple that hit him between the shoulders.43

Elsewhere, spectators in the pit were spattered with hot wax from chandeliers; ladies in the boxes flirted instead of watching the play; and crowds in the gallery demanded the orchestra play drinking songs rather than the repertoire. Neither were critics spared, as Old-style wondered how they had the nerve to inform the public what to think of a play when they themselves spent the entire time playing cards with their backs to the stage. “They even strive to appear inattentive,” he sputtered. By the fifth letter, all the flustered Old-style could do was offer suggestions for improving the theater, washing his hands of the entire matter in frustration.44

Irving and his Oldstyle letters were getting noticed. The public lapped it up, and Chronicle copublisher Aaron Burr was impressed, sending copies of the first five letters to his daughter Theodosia. Irving also had a fan in Charles Brockden Brown, editor of the Literary Magazine and American Register, who tried unsuccessfully to recruit Oldstyle to write for his publication.45

Good reviews aside, some of Irving's punches were landing hard among the theater crowd. William Dunlap, manager of the Park Theater, thought highly of Oldstyle, calling the letters “pleasant effusions,” but grumbled that Oldstyle was provoking “excessive” irritation among his actors. Irving finally drew blood with his sixth letter on January 17, 1803, in which Quoz—a new character introduced as Oldstyle's friend—trained his fire on theater critics who took all the fun out of going to a play. “The critics, my dear Jonathan,” Quoz said, “are the very pests of society… they reduce our feelings to a state of miserable refinement, and destroy entirely all the enjoyments in which our coarser sensations delighted.” Five days later Oldstyle griped about the play The Wheel of Truth, knowing full well he would get a rise out of Coleman at the Post and Cheetham at the Citizen, who had been bickering publicly about the play's authorship and whether a certain character had been introduced solely to offend them.46

Sure enough, tempers flared, and on February 8, 1803, Irving coyly insisted he was “perfectly at a loss” over all the fuss. “My remarks hitherto have rather been the result of immediate impression than of critical examination,” Oldstyle explained. Knowing that he had rattled both Cheetham and Coleman, Irving couldn't resist one final twist of the knife. “I begin to doubt the motives of our New-York critics,” Oldstyle wrote, concluding that all the dithering over nothing has “awakened doubt in my mind respecting the sincerity and justice of the Critics.”47

Irving's final Oldstyle letter didn't appear for another two months. He was tiring of the ruse, especially since he had exhausted his best material—the theater—and had to rely on current events for inspiration. Still, he could get a laugh. In discussing the practice of dueling, which had just been formally outlawed, Quoz recommended that duelists simply draw lots to see who gets to have a brick dropped on his head from a window. “If he survives, well and good; if he falls, why nobody is to blame, it was purely accidental.”48

While Oldstyle marked Irving's first foray into print, he later looked back on the nine letters as “crude and boyish.”49 For modern readers, the letters offer not only a glimpse of a young Irving playing with convention and finding his voice, but also an accurate and humorous look at the theater of the time, with rowdy galleries, perplexed musicians, disjointed plays, self-important critics, and sensitive actors. Irving never quite stepped into the skin of Oldstyle as comfortably as he would later alter egos, but there were glimmers of his distinct voice, sense of humor, and wry irony. Plus, the exercise had proven that he could write. For much of 1803 Irving basked in the glow of public adoration for his Oldstyle letters. For the twenty-year-old frustrated lawyer, that was enough.

Scribbling as Oldstyle had provided Irving with an interesting distraction, but it was back to the dreaded law books again for the summer. Fortunately for Irving, another diversion soon presented itself—and this one was sanctioned by the Judge and his business partner and cousin, Thomas Ogden. Hoffman and Ogden were preparing a trip to the New York–Canada border to inspect their properties in and around Oswegatchie (now Ogdensburg) in St. Lawrence County, and meet with representatives of the Northwest Fur Company in Montreal. A law clerk, Hoffman thought, even a dabbler like Irving, could always be of some use on such a trip, helping in the witnessing and preparation of legal documents. The trip promised to be difficult, taking them across remotely populated areas with few inns and bad roads, but to Irving it sounded like a paid vacation. Of course he agreed to go.

Rounding out the party were Ogden's wife Martha and his twenty-one-year-old cousin Eliza; Maria and thirteen-year-old Ann Hoffman; the Judge's business partner Stephen Van Rensselaer; English merchant Thomas Brandram; and another gentleman Irving only referred to as “Mr. Reedy.” On July 30 the company set off.

After thirty-nine hours of travel, they arrived in Albany, where the Judge and Ogden had business. Irving spent the next two days touring the surrounding area with the women, making side trips to the spas at Ballston Springs and Sarasota Springs. He was disappointed by both, mainly because they were dull and filled with pretentious guests. Ballston Springs in particular he found “intolerably stupid.”

The company soon left by stagecoach for Utica, tantalizingly close to Johnstown; he dashed off on horseback to visit his sister Catharine. “I had just time to speak a few words to them all and eat something,” he wrote, “when I had to remount and gallop to [rejoin] the party.”50 Several days after reaching Utica, the group set out for Oswegatchie, the final and most brutal leg of their journey. Amenities were scarce, and the road—clogged with burned roots, tree stumps, and downed trees—was so bad they often had to walk behind their wagons. Nonetheless, Irving passed the time reading Romeo and Juliet aloud with Ann Hoffman, and playing his flute in the evenings as Mrs. Hoffman sang. Next came eight days of pure misery. Soaking rain, lack of food, filthy lodgings, drunken wagoneers, and biting insects so tormented them that their arrival in Oswegatchie on August 16 could not have come sooner. But for Irving, the most entertaining part of the adventure was over. He spent the rest of the tour writing bonds and deeds for Hoffman.

The party returned to Manhattan that autumn. The trip had been a success not only for Hoffman and Ogden—who had laid out towns and surveyed lands that would make fortunes for their families—but also for their grumbling clerk. Irving had brought a journal on the trip in which he began experimenting with his writing. While he was more reporter than diarist, the Irving that emerges is all at once charming, shallow, generous, petty, elated, and depressed. He was also brutally funny, especially when deflating egos, including his own.

He had also proven himself a rugged traveler. He had paddled a scow in a rainstorm, subsisted on crackers and cucumbers, and plunged into a river after deer without a second thought. Irving had experienced the American frontier at its rawest, living close to the ground, and improvising according to each challenge that rolled his way. This unflinching adaptability proved to be one of his most valuable character traits. “I was at an age when imagination lends its coloring to everything,” he later recalled, “and the stories of Sinbads of the wilderness made the life of a trapper and fur trader perfect romance to me.”51 Not every young man embraced the frontier with the same sense of romance as Irving. Some—like twenty-one-year-old Henry Brevoort Jr., who Irving met on the last stop in Montreal—approached it with a keen eye for possible business opportunities.

Henry Brevoort Jr. could trace his roots back to the early-seventeenth-century Dutch inhabitants of Manhattan. His family had been a staple in New York business for more than 150 years. His ancestors had a knack for purchasing large, valuable tracts of property; the Brevoort family still owned several significant pieces of land in New York, including productive farmland at the base of Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. Business, as well as an uncanny aptitude for successful speculation, was in Henry's blood. With his family wealth, reputation, and Dutch ancestry, Brevoort was New York royalty.

Such distinguished ancestry mattered little to Irving when he was introduced to Brevoort on the Montreal frontier, where he was speculating in the fur trade. What Irving saw was a charming, good-looking, smart young man who was adept at the art of conversation. Irving was strongly attracted to such types—it was John Anderson all over again—and the two young men struck up an immediate friendship. It was the beginning of the closest and most intimate relationship of Irving's life.

By winter Irving's legal obligations dragged at him, but the distraction of the pen was too much to resist. He wrote two more letters for the Morning Chronicle in late December, this time as “Dick Buckram.” Buckram's voice was more refined than Oldstyle's, but not nearly as funny. Buckram lacked zip. If Irving needed fresh material to fuel his pen in earnest, Peter happily provided a new muse: politics.

In the spring of 1804 Aaron Burr—who had just been unceremoniously dumped from Jefferson's 1804 presidential ticket—was running for governor against Democrat-Republican Morgan Lewis. Peter Irving still toiled away in the pages of the Chronicle, trumpeting the policies of Burr and his allies and tearing into Jefferson's Democrats. Given the Chronicle’s prominence as Burr's primary mouthpiece, it didn't take long for James Cheetham to turn the wrath of his Jeffersonian American Citizen on Peter and the Chronicle.

Out of nowhere, a new pro-Burr newspaper, the Corrector, leaped to Peter's defense, scolding the Citizen for its “flagitious conduct.” It was a shame that the Corrector had to jump into the fracas at all, sighed its editor Toby Tickler, “but the good of society requires its execution, and it shall be faithfully performed.”52 In truth, the enigmatic Toby Tickler was none other than Peter Irving himself, who had founded the Corrector in March 1804 as yet another cog in Burr's media machine. The Corrector was the harder-hitting of the two pro-Burr newspapers, not only ripping into his enemies but setting him and his allies up for the coming state elections. As editor of both papers, Peter was in the enviable position of attacking his detractors in one paper, then defending himself from counterattack in the other.

Washington was not a frothing fan of Burr, but he took the attacks on his brother personally, and Cheetham—whom Irving had poked fun at as Oldstyle the year before—always made him particularly angry. So when Peter approached his brother about helping find “persons of wit and genius” to lend their assistance in responding to Cheetham, Washington jumped at the opportunity to bring his own pen to the rapidly escalating fray.

While Washington had passion, he didn't have a firm grip on the politics; he relied on Peter and others to feed him the information he needed to score the correct political points. “They'd tell me what to write and I'd dash away,”53 he said. The politics might have belonged to the Burrites, but the sting was all Washington Irving. The headline of Irving's first piece read:

BEWARE OF IMPOSTORS!!

TWENTY YEARS PRACTICE!!

JAMES CHEETHAM—QUACK-DOCTOR

Irving called Cheetham's writings “powerful promoters of sleep; if however, they are taken in too large quantities, they are apt to excite a nausea of the stomach. The patient will find it difficult to swallow them at first, they generally have to be crammed down the throat by force, and the patient beaten over the head with a club called the Citizen, if he refuses to take them.”54 There was nothing subtle in this satire. Irving and other New York journalists did much during the 1804 election to flog Cheetham and his candidates, but it did Burr no good. After an ugly three-day election, Burr lost the governor's race to Morgan Lewis. His political career flaming out—and careening blindly toward his duel with Hamilton later that year—Burr pulled the plug on the Corrector on April 26 after only ten issues. Irving, at the request of William Coleman, wrote a piece for the Evening Post ridiculing a Democratic parade celebrating the Louisiana Purchase, but the effort was no longer entertaining. He put away the pen.

It didn't matter. Twenty-one-year-old Irving had a reputation, however modest, as a writer and, perhaps just as important in New York circles, as an eligible bachelor. A female fan in Philadelphia cooed that he was “a gentleman of extraordinary merit and literary acquirements, whose head and heart are equally deserving of admiration and esteem.”55 Paulding and other male friends teased him about his relationship with his “mistress,” Maria Hoff-man—hadn't they disappeared into the Canadian wilderness together?—and what they perceived to be an increasing interest in Eliza Ogden.

But something else pulled Irving's focus from the pen and politics. Despite his jaunt into Canada with no seeming ill effects, the Irving family, especially William and Ebenezer, continued to worry about their youngest brother's health. Something needed to be done not only to strengthen Washington's body, but also to enrich and stimulate his somewhat idle mind. His brothers studied their company ledgers and determined they had adequate funds to bankroll this effort. Washington Irving was going to Europe.
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For my part I endeavor to take things as they come, with cheerfulness, and when I cannot get a dinner to suit my taste, I endeavor to get a taste to suit my dinner.

—Washington Irving to William Irving Jr., September 20, 1804

IT IS WITH DELIGHT we share the world with you,” William Irving told his youngest brother, “and one of our greatest sources of happiness is that fortune is daily putting it in our power thus to add to the comfort and enjoyment of one so very near to us all.”1

They were generous words. Neither William nor any of the Irving siblings had been to Europe. In the early 1800s, only diplomats, sailors, and the wealthy traveled to Europe—and William, despite his success, was not a rich man. Washington's trip would be a drain on William's purse, yet he financed the trip willingly, with a genuine concern for his brother's well-being. William, whose knowledge and appreciation of Europe had been cultivated by years of reading, instructed Washington on the places and things he expected a cultured young man to experience, but there was no set agenda for Washington's journey. Improvement, both physical and intellectual, was the primary objective.

On May 19, 1804, twenty-one-year-old Washington Irving stood on a Manhattan pier before the ship Rising States and bade good-bye to his brothers, nervous yet excited at the thought of an extended absence from family. His knees wobbled as he boarded the ship. It was enough to catch the captain's disapproving eye—“There's a chap who will go overboard before we get across,” he is said to have remarked.2

Watching the steeples of New York disappear beneath the horizon, Irving said, “It seemed as if I had left the world behind me, and was cast among strangers, without a friend, without a protector, sick, solitary and unregarded.” Those feelings quickly dissolved, and Irving proved to be a robust traveler. The trip was “‘a lady's Voyage,’ gentle and mild,” and by the time Rising States docked in Bordeaux, France, and completed its required quarantine, New York was little more than an afterthought; Irving was ready to begin his European adventure. His first obligation, however, was to write William.3

Irving said that his letters were “the hasty sketches of the ideas that arise… I take no pains either to polish or correct them,” but that wasn't entirely true. He kept meticulous notes in his travel journals, which he used as the basis for much of his correspondence. This involved copying eye-glazing amounts of minutiae—statistics, major imports and exports—directly from travel guides, then incorporating the information into his letters to give his family the impression he had learned such details on his own. The ruse was a success, but the effort grew tiring and Irving privately admitted that while he felt “duty bound to give histories of my adventures… I detest the long tedious details into which it continually leads me.” He was also careful to report any improvement in his well-being and omit the opposite.4

Capitalizing on family business connections, Irving roomed with Jean Ferriere, a local merchant and former mayor who lived in an elegant house with a good library. He and his wife spoke only French, so Irving engaged the services of an instructor to teach him the language (“very good,” the locals told him, “but you must take a French mistress also”5). In time, he was conversing in French with moderate fluency.

Irving found Bordeaux pleasant enough, with good theaters and elegant gentlemen's clubs where he could read newspapers and converse with sympathetic bachelors. But to his disappointment, locals were most interested in discussing business. In fairness, commerce was a serious concern throughout France; the ongoing war with England was making it difficult to earn a living, and Napoleon's maritime policies were putting a crimp on the economy of shipping towns like Bordeaux.

Despite Napoleon's heavy-handed politics, Irving admitted a grudging respect for the man, who had proclaimed himself emperor of France on May 18. “You may well suppose I am impatient to see this wonderful man, whose life has been a continued series of actions, any one of which would be sufficient to immortalize him,” he wrote admiringly. He never saw Napoleon, but he witnessed firsthand the impact the little emperor's policies were having on his people, and Irving pitied the French for their politicians. Everything the French had obtained, Irving noted sadly, was “gradually stripped from them by a creature of their own creating.”6

In early August, after several weeks in Bordeaux, he prepared to head south toward Montpellier on the French Mediterranean coast, “with no pilot,” he told William, “but my own discretion.”7His own discretion, however, left much to be desired. When he tried to leave Bordeaux, he ran into problems with his passport, and was forced to navigate the bureaucratic traps to prove his nationality and get his papers in order.

In 1804 there was no such thing as a passport photo. Instead of sitting for a photograph, as tourists do today, travelers in the early nineteenth century had their descriptions written into their passports. Once a traveler arrived in a province or country, authorities there would check the description against his appearance. Thanks to passport officials in France and Italy, we have a good idea of what Washington Irving looked like at age twenty-one. He was five foot seven, slim, with chestnut hair brushed forward at the temples. He had an aquiline nose, an oval face, a “middling” mouth and forehead, and smoky blue-gray eyes under dark eyebrows. Irving dutifully copied each passport description into his travel journals—and just as today's travelers complain about terrible passport photos, Irving, too, grumbled that his passport descriptions never did him justice.8

In a letter home, Irving bragged of his self-reliance: “I am to depend upon my own judgment and often to resort to my own resources for assistance and expedient; it will therefore call forth the powers of my mind, oblige me to rely upon my own exertions and I hope tend to forming that manliness and independence of character which it has ever been my ambition to acquire.” In fact, Irving accepted help whenever he could. For his journey to Mont-pellier, he found it in a short, fat windbag from Pennsylvania known simply as “Dr. Henry,” with whom he shared a carriage for the trip. Standing only five-four, Dr. Henry compensated for a lack of height with an enormous ego and even taller tales. He was more swindler than doctor, but Irving nonetheless thought him an ideal companion, “a most amusing character having much talk and a great deal of whim & eccentricity.” He spoke several languages, and Irving noted that the little man took great pleasure in playing a “variety of characters” of different nationalities and occupations. “With a Farmer, he was a Wine merchant,” Irving wrote in his journal, “with a Shoemaker, a Tanner; with an officer, he was formerly a captain in the American army; with others, a professor in one of the German colleges.”9

While Dr. Henry was a constant source of comic relief, he also personified the Ugly American, arguing with porters, fighting with landlords, and groping young women. His exploits were cringe-inducing, but Irving relied on the diminutive doctor as an interpreter and protector. “While in travel with him,” Irving said, “he continually saved me from imposition & extortion.” They parted ways just before arriving in Montpellier, but not before Irving learned what he thought was a valuable lesson: “In traveling in France, it is absolutely necessary to be quarrelling all the while to keep from being imposed upon.”10

After several days in the Montpellier heat, Irving attempted to leave for Marseilles, but his efforts were frustrated by more problems with his passport. “I had been continually mistaken on the road for an Englishman,” he sighed to William. Given that the French were presently at war with the English, being regarded as an Englishman was potentially dangerous—especially since French authorities suspected every British traveler as a potential spy. After an unpleasant interview with a French undercover agent—asked what part of America he was from, Irving retorted dryly, “North America”—Irving was permitted to continue to Marseilles without further aggravation.11

The hassle was worth it. The town was charming, and the weather perfect. If he had any complaints, it was with the surprising abundance of “beggars, shoe blacks, fiddlers & peddlers.” “The shoe blacks,” an amused Irving noted, “thinking to gain our custom by speaking english, run after us in the street with their brushes & blacking crying ‘Monsieur, monsieur, God dam, God dam, son de bish son de bish!’” He was also disappointed by the theater—he found the attire of their ballerinas “immodest.”12

Apart from ballerinas, Irving had spent a good deal of time observing French women—and after two months in France, he remained, at best, indifferent to their charms. They lacked “that delicacy, that sentiment, that je ne scai quoi, which is common to our American females,” he reported to Peter. He was equally disappointed by their looks. “I have hardly seen a lady since my arrival that I would call handsome,” he told one male friend. While many were well-shaped and attractive from behind, he said, “She turns her face towards me—the charm is broken… I see a wide mouth, small black eyes, cheeks highly rouged and hair greased with antient oil and twisted from the forehead to the chin till it resembles the head dress of a Medusa!”13

Irving reluctantly abandoned Marseilles in early autumn, and hired a carriage for the three-day ride to Nice, where he planned to stay a few days before making the sprint across the border into Italy. The 120-mile trip wound along bad roads dotted with small taverns that charged exorbitant prices for terrible beds and even worse food—but Irving took it all in stride. “For my part,” he told William proudly, “I try to take things as they come, with cheerfulness, and when I cannot get a dinner to suit my taste I endeavor to get a taste to suit my dinner.”14

Catching sight of Nice shimmering on the Mediterranean among fig and olive trees, with the Alps rising just behind it, Irving thought the city perfectly “fruitful picturesque & romantic”—the ideal way to end his tour of France. “I felicitated myself with the idea that nothing remained but to step into a Felucca,” he told William, “& be gently wafted to the classic shore of Italy!”15

If it had only been that easy. His passport continued to present problems. Compelled to appear before the mayor of Nice, Irving learned that he had been denounced—by whom, he didn't know—as an English spy! The stunned American pled his case, and the sympathetic mayor promised to call off the police, but still required a revised passport before he would allow Irving to leave.

Rattled, Irving fired off letters to various American officials, including William Lee, the American consul at Bordeaux, and Hall Storm, a family friend who was American vice consul at Genoa. He begged them to “reclaim” him as an American citizen and thundered away in righteous indignation at his predicament. “Is this the manner an American Citizen is to be treated by a people who pretend an amity for his country,” he fumed, “to be interrupted in the peaceable pursuit of his lawful affairs, subjected to detention & examination of police officers to have the freedom of going from place to place denied him”?16

A letter from Storm vouching for his nationality provided a momentary glimmer of hope, but the secretary general at Nice, in a bureaucratic runaround, informed Irving that he also needed formal approval from the commissary general of Marseilles. “This is the infamous manner in which I am trifled with by these scoundrels,” Irving seethed.17

He had been waiting for his papers in Nice for more than a month—“Little did I think of being persuaded by the police to defer my departure & take time to enjoy the climate & prospects of Nice,”18 he wrote sarcastically—when the necessary documents finally arrived. Glowering but victorious, he was off in a felucca the next morning, bound for Italy. On October 20, after three days on a rough sea, he arrived in Genoa.

He was immediately greeted by Storm, and the twenty-three-year-old vice consul insisted Irving stay with him in one of the Italian palaces. “You cannot conceive the joy the rapture of meeting with a favourite companion in a distant part of the world,” Irving wrote. For the next eight weeks, he and Hall attended the theater and spent most of their time dancing, singing, chatting, and socializing with Genoa's wealthy families. There was Madame Brignoli, who had a small private theater set up in one wing of her villa, and Mrs. Bird, daughter of the British consul, whose home was regularly filled with music and chatty female company. There was Lord Shaftesbury, a wealthy English prisoner of war suffering from a head injury who railed away at visitors as if still on the floor of Parliament. And there were various members of Genoese royalty, “a stupid set of beings without much talents or information,” Irving thought, but who at least provided decent billiards tables and amusing conversation.19

As he listened to the Italian drawing-room chatter, Irving came to appreciate the liberties his own country afforded, where political dissent was openly discussed rather than violently oppressed. Yet, when he learned of the politically motivated duel between Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr that ended with Hamilton dead of a gunshot wound, he was disgusted: “My fellow countrymen do not know the blessings they enjoy; they are trifling with their felicity and are in fact themselves their worst enemies. I sicken when I think of our political broils, slanders & enmities.”20

There was plenty in Genoa that would have appealed to any American abroad for the first time, but Irving paid only obligatory visits to the local sites; it was far more entertaining to fraternize with Hall and his Genoese circle. But all this socializing, he explained to William, was for a good reason: “I shall have a series of acquaintance through Europe that is exceeding difficult for an American to make, as our letters are generally to Merchants in the sea ports who are most commonly a tasteless interested set of beings. Perhaps no American has ever traveled in this country with similar advantages, and surely if traveling is necessary to polish the manners, this is the society most conducive to that end.”21

He promised William he would leave Genoa as quickly as he could, but provided excuses for why he might be delayed. “At Leghorn and Pisa,” he warned, “the quarantines are very long and all Tuscany is surrounded by Cordones, which it is impossible to pass without performing quarantines of two or three weeks.” Further, “I should be exposed to innumerable difficulties & embarassments was I to attempt to pass thro Tuscany particularly as I am almost entirely ignorant of the Italian language.”22

Lastly, he informed William he was in danger of exceeding his budget, and asked his brother to make more credit available. “I would rather forego the pleasure of seeing any part of Europe than run my family to expenses they cannot afford,” he told William. All that he had been given so far, he said, he had only accepted because he knew it gave his brothers pleasure. “I well know the delight my brothers experience in contributing to the happiness of each other,” he wrote ingratiatingly. To Washington's relief, William extended his credit without protest.23

With his pockets filled, a relieved Irving booked passage on the Matilda, an American ship bound for Messina on the northeastern coast of Sicily. As the Matilda sailed into the Mediterranean on Christmas Eve, Irving was nearly moved to tears by the sight of the sun winking off the snow-covered mountains on the Corsican coastline. The Roman gods were no longer there, he sighed to William: “In these dull matter of fact times, our only consolation is to wander about the haunts they once frequented and endeavor to make up by imagination the want of the reality…. Our imagination becomes tinctured with romance and we look around us with an enthusiastic eye that heightens every scene.”24

Such pensive reflection, however, was short-lived; on December 29, as the unarmed Matilda neared the Isle of Planosa, it was fired upon by French pirates! The Matilda struck its American colors, and Captain Matthew Strong allowed the pirates to pull up alongside. Irving was disappointed the pirate ship was so small—“about the size of one of our Staten Island ferry boats,” he grumbled—but he admitted he was terrified. “My heart almost failed me,” he wrote, “a more villainous looking crew I never beheld.”25

Captain Strong was taken aboard the pirate ship for a conversation, along with Irving as an unwilling interpreter. In what Irving called “some confused story,” the pirate captain explained that his crew was merely patrolling the area to ensure no ships escaped quarantine at Leghorn. Unconvinced, Irving and Strong returned to the Matilda, where the pirate captain rummaged through the contents of Irving's trunks, pausing only to cock an eyebrow at a letter of introduction he was carrying to the governor of Malta. “They treated me with much more respect than before,” Irving noted with some satisfaction.26

After several agonizing hours, the privateers departed, taking only two cases of quicksilver, some rum, and “about half of the provisions we had on board,” Irving reported. To his lasting disappointment, nothing had been stolen from him, and the entire affair had been carried out more like a business transaction than a sacking. The pirates even had the gall to provide a receipt for the pilfered provisions, informing Strong the English consul at Malta would reimburse them for their losses. Still, the encounter was enough to give Irving nightmares. That night, he said, “I started out of bed with the horrid idea that their stillettos were raised against my bosom.”27

On January 5, 1805, after thirteen days at sea, the Matilda docked at Messina, where they faced an adversary more fearsome than pirates, “one of the greatest torments of the seas,” Irving wrote in mock horror, “the Health Office.” After a quick inspection for signs of yellow fever (“The sage geniuses,” Irving wrote haughtily, “imagined that it was possible to perceive whether people had the infection lurking in their veins by taking a hasty look at their neck & chests at ten or fifteen feet distance”), the Messina Health Office ordered the Matilda to sit in quarantine for twenty-one days.28

To Irving's frustration, he wasn't permitted to board other ships quarantined in the harbor, or mingle with their crews. No matter; he climbed up the masts of the Matilda to have shouted conversations with the seamen on board the American schooner Nautilus. Defying local health authorities, Irving took great delight in sailing around the harbor in a small boat, flouting quarantine by rowing as close as he could to other vessels. When he was spotted one afternoon trying to sneak a letter on board the Nautilus, Sicilian guards jumped into a longboat and chased him in a mad pursuit around the harbor, shouting at him in Italian. Irving laughed, pretending not to understand, but was eventually hauled defiantly back to the Matilda.

After the Matilda's release from quarantine in late January, Irving arranged to be on board the Nautilus when it departed for Syracuse. He spent a limited time exploring Messina; the town was still a shambles, not yet having recovered from a 1783 earthquake. Worse, a fistfight between an officer of the Nautilus and the mate on an English transport had ended with the Englishman dead and the Americans trying to avoid a sticky political inquiry. On January 31—after catching a glimpse of Admiral Nelson's British fleet coursing up the straits in pursuit of the French armada that had escaped his blockade at Toulon—Irving and the Nautilus slunk out of Messina.

A nine-day stay in Syracuse failed to convince Irving of the city's charms; after a week preyed upon by beggars, he finally pronounced the place “a miserable hole,” though he was quick to point out the competence of the local opera singers. He eagerly played the tourist, visiting a cavern known as the Ear of Dionysus—where he risked his neck by being lowered over a precipice to test the cave's unique acoustics—and viewing the relics of nearby churches. “By the way,” Irving wrote in his journal, after looking at yet another saintly pelvis, “these disciples must have been an uncommon bony set of fellows. I have seen no less than five thigh bones of St. John the Baptist, three arms of St. Stephen, and four jaw bones of St. Peter.”29

He arrived by mule in Catania on February 12, just in time to take part in a celebration for Saint Agatha, the town's patron saint. Ever the skeptic of all things religious, Irving asked a local priest to explain the value of a patron saint who had permitted half the city to be consumed by a volcanic eruption in 1693. The priest replied that Agatha had allowed lava to cover only part of the city so the rest would see what miseries she had saved them from. Irving left the church in head-shaking disbelief. “Such is the flimsy manner in which the priests impose upon the credulity of this superstitious people,” he wrote.30

Irving left Catania a week later, making the 130-mile trip west across Sicily to Palermo in five long, rainy days, “a detail of misery, poverty, wretched accommodation, and almost every inconvenience a traveler could suffer.”31 Things were better in Palermo, where Irving visited the opera and the theater, and continued to capitalize on his uncanny talent for snagging invitations to the most fashionable parties. One evening he spent drinking with the prince of Belmonte until two in the morning; the next in conversation with various nobles at the Palazzo Reale.

On March 7 Irving arrived in Naples, with Mount Vesuvius smoking heavily across the gulf. Despite the “apparent misery” and “vile exhalations” of the place, he liked Naples. He immediately found American companionship, attaching himself to two Virginians, a twenty-six-year-old attorney and agrarian named Joseph Cabell and Colonel John Mercer, a member of the U.S. Board of Commissioners who had been sent to France to settle legal claims under the Louisiana Purchase. Irving was particularly fond of Cabell—“a gentleman of whose talents information & disposition I cannot speak too highly.” Cabell had considerable charm and merit as a traveling companion, but he also proved to be a bad influence on Irving, indulging and encouraging what Washington always referred to as his “gentlemanly habits.”32

The three men visited the ruins at Pompeii and hired mules to take them up Mount Vesuvius, which Irving reported was “vomiting” smoke. He was captivated by the view from the top of the mountain—“a prospect the most lovely I ever beheld”—but was nearly overcome by fumes. He staggered down the mountainside to a local tavern, where he, Cabell, and Mercer recovered their senses by downing several glasses of wine.33

After more than two weeks in Naples, Irving was beginning to find the town too crowded and expensive. He was ready to leave, and on March 24 he and Cabell set out in a carriage for Rome. Three days later, under a driving rain, they entered the city's Lateran Gate. “To describe the emotions of the mind and the crowd of ideas that arise on entering this ‘Mistress of the World’ is impossible,” Irving wrote. “All is wonder, restlessness, unsatisfied curiosity, eagerness and impatience.”34 After unpacking at their hotel, they learned three American gentlemen of Cabell's acquaintance were also in town, one of whom was an aspiring painter from South Carolina named Washington Allston.

Smart, good-looking, and hugely talented, twenty-five-year-old Allston had graduated from Harvard in 1800 and briefly studied art in Charleston, alongside miniaturist painters Charles Fraser and Edward Greene Malbone. In 1801 he and Malbone entered the Royal Academy in London, where they studied under the American neoclassical painter Benjamin West. Since 1804 Allston had been studying in Europe, mainly in Paris, but had recently come to Rome.

While Allston later became known by students and admirers as “the American Titian,” in March 1805 he was simply an eager and gifted young man beginning his career as a painter and part-time writer. Irving adored him—indeed, was smitten by him. “There was something, to me, inexpressibly engaging in the appearance and manner of Allston,” he wrote years later, describing the young painter in remarkably intimate terms: “I do not think I have ever been more completely captivated on a first acquaintance. He was of a light and graceful form; with large blue eyes, and black silken hair, waving and curling round a pale expressive countenance. Every thing about him bespoke the man of intellect and refinement.”35

Irving wasn't the only one who succumbed to the young man's charm and brilliance; Allston later counted Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Samuel F. B. Morse among his admirers. But this was something more. Beginning with John Anderson, Irving esteemed smart, talented, refined gentlemen in ways that transcended mere respect and admiration. He genuinely loved such men, craving, almost requiring, their constant companionship and approval. It is likely he had fallen in love with Washington Allston—and Allston may have reciprocated his feelings. “A young man's intimacy took place immediately between us,” Irving said delicately later in his life, “and we were much together during my brief sojourn at Rome.”36

Still, Allston was in Rome to work, so being with him meant tagging along while he visited the Villa Borghese, Farnese Palace, or Barberini Palace to look at paintings and sculptures. Irving watched Allston with slightly jealous awe, doing his best to mimic Allston's interest in art. Statuary bored him—“I no longer feel interested in them unless they have something more than antiquity to recommend them,” Irving wrote impatiently—but painting stirred him. With the enthusiasm of a dilettante, Irving decided that painting, not literature, was his new passion. “Suddenly the thought presented itself,” he recalled years later. “Why might I not remain here and turn painter?”37

According to Irving, Allston responded with enthusiasm, and the two planned their future as artists. “We would take an apartment together,” Irving wrote dreamily. “He would give me all the instruction and assistance in his power, and was sure I would succeed.”38

It was a plan—at least for several days. The two young men continued visiting palaces and museums, staring at landscape paintings and marble torsos. Better still, at least in Irving's opinion, were the dinners with artists like L. Caracciolo, who engraved the works of Claude Lorrain, or the visits to sculptor Antonio Canova's studio, where the artist made casts for statues of the Bonaparte family.

Then, just as quickly as the scheme had been hatched, it evaporated. Even Irving admitted his folly. “I believe it owed its main force to the lovely evening ramble in which I first conceived it, and to the romantic friendship I had formed with Allston,” he wrote later. “I promised myself a world of enjoyment in his society, and in the society of several artists with whom he had made me acquainted, and pictured forth a scheme of life all tinted with the rainbow hues of youthful promise. My lot in life, however, was differently cast.”39

Irving had flirted so briefly with the idea of an artistic life that he does not mention it in his letters to William. But he did tell William that after only eight days in Rome, he was bored. The Italian art of conversazione he found dull—“an Italian conversazione is a place where people meet to do anything else but converse,” he complained—and he thought the city a shadow of its former glory. He believed he had exhausted all that Rome had to offer, though he was careful to couch his explanation in terms he thought William would understand: “To a man of fortune traveling for amusement or who has plenty of time to spare, it may be well enough to spend a couple of months in Rome; but to one whose object is improvement and who has to be economic of his time, a much shorter term will suffice.”40

The truth was Cabell had talked him into accompanying him to Paris, ostensibly to attend a series of botany lectures, though the two likely had ulterior motives. Irving again justified his decision to quit Rome for Paris in the name of improvement, which he felt certain would resonate with William: “There will commence in May a course of lectures at the Garden of Plants in Paris, on botany, chemistry and different other branches of science by the most experienced and learned men…. The doors of knowledge are there thrown open and the different pursuits both useful and ornamental may be prosecuted with more facility and less expense than at any other city in the world.” The route he and Cabell would be taking, he explained to William, would wind north through Loreto, then slingshot over to Bologna, thus avoiding all of Tuscany and bypassing Venice. “So much for my route,” wrote Washington, “which I hope will meet with your approbation.”41

It didn't. William immediately fired back, his irritation obvious: “This day your letter, dated Rome, 4th April, was received, and afforded us both pleasure and mortification—pleasure to hear that your health is so completely re-established, and mortification to learn that you have determined to gallop through Italy.… And, as you propose to be at Paris to attend the lectures which are to commence in May, all Italy, I presume, is to be scoured through, (leaving Florence on your left and Venice on your right) in the short period of eight or nine weeks!”42

William wasn't fooled by Washington's explanation for leaving Rome so quickly; he knew his brother's predilections too well to be taken in by stories about botany and chemistry. He knew too well his brother's real motivation: “Good company, I find, is the grand desideratum with you; good company made you stay eleven weeks at Genoa, where you needed not to have stayed more than two, and good company drives you through all Italy in less time than was necessary for your stay in Genoa. I find no fault, however, with your stay in Genoa; your skipping through Italy, omitting to visit Florence and Venice, I cannot forget. But it is painful to find fault—especially when the evil is now without a remedy.” Fortunately for Washington, William's response didn't reach him for months. For now, he had only a few days remaining in Rome, and he was determined to make the most of them. He saw the Sistine Chapel and the ruins of Tusculum, attended concerts, visited galleries, and participated in more conversaziones. And he continued to meet interesting people. Baron de Humboldt, the Prussian minister to the Court of Rome, introduced him to Madame de Stael, the strong-willed author of Delphine, who was in Italy researching her next book. “She is a woman of great strength of mind & understanding by all accounts,” Irving wrote appreciatively.43

As Holy Week wound to a close in mid-April, Irving and Cabell departed Rome for the northeastern coast of Italy. Their journey from Rome to Paris—which took them across Italy, through the Alps into Switzerland, and across the French countryside to Paris—was indeed the gallop that William feared. Washington was in constant motion—on horseback, in a carriage, in a boat, or on foot—for the next forty days.
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