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Washington Irving  (1783-1859), American man of letters,
was born at New York on the 3rd of April 1783. Both his
parents were immigrants from Great Britain, his father,
originally an officer in the merchant service, but at the time
of Irving's birth a considerable merchant, having come
from the Orkneys, and his mother from Falmouth. Irving
was intended for the legal profession, but his studies were
interrupted by an illness necessitating a voyage to Europe,
in the course of which he proceeded as far as Rome, and
made the acquaintance of Washington Allston. He was
called to the bar upon his return, but made little effort to
practice, preferring to amuse himself with literary
ventures. The first of these of any importance, a satirical
miscellany entitled Salmagundi, or the Whim-Whams and
Opinions of Launcelot Langstaff and others, written in
conjunction with his brother William and J. K. Paulding,
gave ample proof of his talents as a humorist. These were
still more conspicuously displayed in his next attempt, A
History of New York from the Beginning of the World to the
End of the Dutch Dynasty, by “Diedrich Knickerbocker” (2
vols., New York, 1809). The satire of Salmagundi had been
principally local, and the original design of
“Knickerbocker's” History was only to burlesque a
pretentious disquisition on the history of the city in a
guidebook by Dr Samuel Mitchell. The idea expanded as
Irving proceeded, and he ended by not merely satirizing the
pedantry of local antiquaries, but by creating a distinct
literary type out of the solid Dutch burgher whose phlegm
had long been an object of ridicule to the mercurial
Americans. Though far from the most finished of Irving's
productions, “Knickerbocker” manifests the most original
power, and is the most genuinely national in its quaintness
and drollery. The very tardiness and prolixity of the story
are skillfully made to heighten the humorous effect.
 



Upon the death of his father, Irving had become a sleeping
partner in his brother's commercial house, a branch of
which was established at Liverpool. This, combined with
the restoration of peace, induced him to visit England in
1815, when he found the stability of the firm seriously
compromised. After some years of ineffectual struggle it
became bankrupt. This misfortune compelled Irving to
resume his pen as a means of subsistence. His reputation
had preceded him to England, and the curiosity naturally
excited by the then unwonted apparition of a successful
American author procured him admission into the highest
literary circles, where his popularity was ensured by his
amiable temper and polished manners. As an American,
moreover, he stood aloof from the political and literary
disputes which then divided England. Campbell, Jeffrey,
Moore, Scott, were counted among his friends, and the last-
named zealously recommended him to the publisher
Murray, who, after at first refusing, consented (1820) to
bring out The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (7
pts., New York, 1819-1820). The most interesting part of
this work is the description of an English Christmas, which
displays a delicate humor not unworthy of the writer's
evident model Addison. Some stories and sketches on
American themes contribute to give it variety; of these Rip
van Winkle is the most remarkable. It speedily obtained the
greatest success on both sides of the Atlantic. Bracebridge
Hall, or the Humourists (2 vols., New York), a work purely
English in subject, followed in 1822, and showed to what
account the American observer had turned his experience
of English country life. The humor is, nevertheless, much
more English than American. Tales of a Traveller (4 pts.)
appeared in 1824 at Philadelphia, and Irving, now in
comfortable circumstances, determined to enlarge his
sphere of observation by a journey on the continent. After a
long course of travel he settled down at Madrid in the
house of the American consul Rich. His intention at the



time was to translate the Coleccion de los Viajes y
Descubrimientos (Madrid, 1825-1837) of Martin Fernandez
de Navarrete; finding, however, that this was rather a
collection of valuable materials than a systematic
biography, he determined to compose a biography of his
own by its assistance, supplemented by independent
researches in the Spanish archives. His History of the Life
and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (London, 4 vols.)
appeared in 1828, and obtained a merited success. The
Voyages and Discoveries of the Companions of Columbus
(Philadelphia, 1831) followed; and a prolonged residence in
the south of Spain gave Irving materials for two highly
picturesque books, A Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada
from the MSS. of [an imaginary] Fray Antonio Agapida (2
vols., Philadelphia, 1829), and The Alhambra: a series of
tales and sketches of the Moors and Spaniards (2 vols.,
Philadelphia, 1832). Previous to their appearance he had
been appointed secretary to the embassy at London, an
office as purely complimentary to his literary ability as the
legal degree which he about the same time received from
the university of Oxford.
 
Returning to the United States in 1832, after seventeen
years' absence, he found his name a household word, and
himself universally honored as the first American who had
won for his country recognition on equal terms in the
literary republic. After the rush of fêtes and public
compliments had subsided, he undertook a tour in the
western prairies, and returning to the neighborhood of
New York built for himself a delightful retreat on the
Hudson, to which he gave the name of “Sunnyside.” His
acquaintance with the New York millionaire John Jacob
Astor prompted his next important work — Astoria (2 vols.,
Philadelphia, 1836), a history of the fur-trading settlement
founded by Astor in Oregon, deduced with singular literary
ability from dry commercial records, and, without labored



attempts at word-painting, evincing a remarkable faculty
for bringing scenes and incidents vividly before the eye.
The Adventures of Captain Bonneville (London and
Philadelphia, 1837), based upon the unpublished memoirs
of a veteran explorer, was another work of the same class.
In 1842 Irving was appointed ambassador to Spain. He
spent four years in the country, without this time turning
his residence to literary account; and it was not until two
years after his return that Forster's life of Goldsmith, by
reminding him of a slight essay of his own which he now
thought too imperfect by comparison to be included among
his collected writings, stimulated him to the production of
his Life of Oliver Goldsmith, with Selections from his
Writings (2 vols., New York, 1849). Without pretensions to
original research, the book displays an admirable talent for
employing existing material to the best effect. The same
may be said of The Lives of Mahomet and his Successors
(New York, 2 vols., 1840-1850). Here as elsewhere Irving
correctly discriminated the biographer's province from the
historian's, and leaving the philosophical investigation of
cause and effect to writers of Gibbon's caliber, applied
himself to represent the picturesque features of the age as
embodied in the actions and utterances of its most
characteristic representatives. His last days were devoted
to his Life of George Washington (5 vols., 1855-1859, New
York and London), undertaken in an enthusiastic spirit, but
which the author found exhausting and his readers tame.
His genius required a more poetical theme, and indeed the
biographer of Washington must be at least a potential
soldier and statesman. Irving just lived to complete this
work, dying of heart disease at Sunnyside, on the 28th of
November 1859.
 
Although one of the chief ornaments of American literature,
Irving is not characteristically American. But he is one of
the few authors of his period who really manifest traces of



a vein of national peculiarity which might under other
circumstances have been productive. “Knickerbocker's”
History of New York, although the air of mock solemnity
which constitutes the staple of its humor is peculiar to no
literature, manifests nevertheless a power of reproducing a
distinct national type. Had circumstances taken Irving to
the West, and placed him amid a society teeming with
quaint and genial eccentricity, he might possibly have been
the first Western humorist, and his humor might have
gained in depth and richness. In England, on the other
hand, everything encouraged his natural fastidiousness; he
became a refined writer, but by no means a robust one. His
biographies bear the stamp of genuine artistic intelligence,
equally remote from compilation and disquisition. In
execution they are almost faultless; the narrative is easy,
the style pellucid, and the writer's judgment nearly always
in accordance with the general verdict of history. Without
ostentation or affectation, he was exquisite in all things, a
mirror of loyalty, courtesy and good taste in all his literary
connexions, and exemplary in all the relations of domestic
life. He never married, remaining true to the memory of an
early attachment blighted by death.
 
The principal edition of Irving' s works is the “Geoffrey Crayon,” published at
New York in 1880 in 26 vols. His Life and Letters was published by his nephew
Pierre M. Irving (London, 1862-1864, 4 vols.; German abridgment by Adolf
Laun, Berlin, 1870, 2 vols.) There is a good deal of miscellaneous information in
a compilation entitled Irvingiana (New York, 1860); and W. C. Bryant's
memorial oration, though somewhat too uniformly laudatory, may be consulted
with advantage. It was republished in Studies of Irvine (1880) along with C.
Dudley Warner's introduction to the “Geoffrey Crayon” edition, and Mr. G. P.
Putnam's personal reminiscences of Irving, which originally appeared in the
Atlantic Monthly. See also Washington Irving (1881), by C. D. Warner, in the
“American Men of Letters” series; H. R. Haweis, American Humourists
(London, 1883).
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Preface
 
The success of "OLD CHRISTMAS" has suggested the re-
publication of its sequel "BRACEBRIDGE HALL," illustrated
by the same able pencil, but condensed so as to bring it
within reasonable size and price.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Hall.
 
The ancientest house, and the best for housekeeping in this
county or the next, and though the master of it write but
squire, I know no lord like him.
 
MERRY BEGGARS.



 
 
 
The reader, if he has perused the volumes of the Sketch
Book, will probably recollect something of the Bracebridge
family, with which I once passed a Christmas. I am now on
another visit at the Hall, having been invited to a wedding
which is shortly to take place. The squire's second son, Guy,
a fine, spirited young captain in the army, is about to be
married to his father's ward, the fair Julia Templeton. A
gathering of relations and friends has already commenced,
to celebrate the joyful occasion; for the old gentleman is an
enemy to quiet, private weddings. "There is nothing," he
says, "like launching a young couple gaily, and cheering
them from the shore; a good outset is half the voyage."
 
Before proceeding any farther, I would beg that the squire
might not be confounded with that class of hard-riding, fox-
hunting gentlemen so often described, and, in fact, so
nearly extinct in England. I use this rural title, partly
because it is his universal appellation throughout the
neighbourhood, and partly because it saves me the
frequent repetition of his name, which is one of those rough
old English names at which Frenchmen exclaim in despair.
 
The squire is, in fact, a lingering specimen of the old
English country gentleman; rusticated a little by living
almost entirely on his estate, and something of a
humourist, as Englishmen are apt to become when they
have an opportunity of living in their own way. I like his
hobby passing well, however, which is, a bigoted devotion
to old English manners and customs; it jumps a little with
my own humour, having as yet a lively and unsated
curiosity about the ancient and genuine characteristics of
my "fatherland."
 



There are some traits about the squire's family also, which
appear to me to be national. It is one of those old
aristocratical families, which, I believe, are peculiar to
England, and scarcely understood in other countries; that
is to say, families of the ancient gentry, who, though
destitute of titled rank, maintain a high ancestral pride;
who look down upon all nobility of recent creation, and
would consider it a sacrifice of dignity to merge the
venerable name of their house in a modern title.
 
This feeling is very much fostered by the importance which
they enjoy on their hereditary domains. The family mansion
is an old manor-house, standing in a retired and beautiful
part of Yorkshire. Its inhabitants have been always
regarded through the surrounding country as "the great
ones of the earth;" and the little village near the hall looks
up to the squire with almost feudal homage. An old manor-
house, and an old family of this kind, are rarely to be met
with at the present day; and it is probably the peculiar
humour of the squire that has retained this secluded
specimen of English housekeeping in something like the
genuine old style.
 
I am again quartered in the panelled chamber, in the
antique wing of the house. The prospect from my window,
however, has quite a different aspect from that which it
wore on my winter visit. Though early in the month of April,
yet a few warm, sunshiny days have drawn forth the
beauties of the spring, which, I think, are always most
captivating on their first opening. The parterres of the old-
fashioned garden are gay with flowers; and the gardener
has brought out his exotics, and placed them along the
stone balustrades. The trees are clothed with green buds
and tender leaves; when I throw open my jingling casement
I smell the odour of mignonette, and hear the hum of the
bees from the flowers against the sunny wall, with the



varied song of the throstle, and the cheerful notes of the
tuneful little wren.
 

 
While sojourning in this stronghold of old fashions, it is my
intention to make occasional sketches of the scenes and
characters before me. I would have it understood, however,
that I am not writing a novel, and have nothing of intricate
plot, or marvellous adventure, to promise the reader. The
Hall of which I treat has, for aught I know, neither trap-
door, nor sliding-panel, nor donjon-keep: and indeed
appears to have no mystery about it. The family is a worthy,
well-meaning family, that, in all probability, will eat and
drink, and go to bed, and get up regularly, from one end of
my work to the other; and the squire is so kind-hearted an
old gentleman, that I see no likelihood of his throwing any
kind of distress in the way of the approaching nuptials. In a
word, I cannot foresee a single extraordinary event that is
likely to occur in the whole term of my sojourn at the Hall.
 



 
I tell this honestly to the reader, lest when he find me
dallying along, through every-day English scenes, he may
hurry ahead, in hopes of meeting with some marvellous
adventure farther on. I invite him, on the contrary, to
ramble gently on with me, as he would saunter out into the
fields, stopping occasionally to gather a flower, or listen to
a bird, or admire a prospect, without any anxiety to arrive
at the end of his career. Should I, however, in the course of
my loiterings about this old mansion, see or hear anything
curious, that might serve to vary the monotony of this
every-day life, I shall not fail to report it for the reader's
entertainment.
 
For freshest wits I know will soon be wearie
Of any book, how grave so e'er it be,
Except it have odd matter, strange and merrie,
Well sauc'd with lies and glared all with glee.1
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The Busy Man.
 
A decayed gentleman, who lives most upon his own mirth
and my master's means, and much good do him with it. He
does hold my master up with his stones, and songs, and
catches, and such tricks, and jigs you would admire—he is
with him now.
 
JOVIAL CREW.
 
 
 
By no one has my return to the Hall been more heartily
greeted than by Mr. Simon Bracebridge, or Master Simon,
as the squire most commonly calls him. I encountered him
just as I entered the park, where he was breaking a pointer,
and he received me with all the hospitable cordiality with
which a man welcomes a friend to another one's house. I
have already introduced him to the reader as a brisk old
bachelor-looking little man; the wit and superannuated
beau of a large family connection, and the squire's



factotum. I found him, as usual, full of bustle; with a
thousand petty things to do, and persons to attend to, and
in chirping good-humour; for there are few happier beings
than a busy idler; that is to say, a man who is eternally busy
about nothing.
 
I visited him, the morning after my arrival, in his chamber,
which is in a remote corner of the mansion, as he says he
likes to be to himself, and out of the way. He has fitted it up
in his own taste, so that it is a perfect epitome of an old
bachelor's notions of convenience and arrangement. The
furniture is made up of odd pieces from all parts of the
house, chosen on account of their suiting his notions, or
fitting some corner of his apartment; and he is very
eloquent in praise of an ancient elbow-chair, from which he
takes occasion to digress into a censure on modern chairs,
as having degenerated from the dignity and comfort of
high-backed antiquity.
 
Adjoining to his room is a small cabinet, which he calls his
study. Here are some hanging shelves, of his own
construction, on which are several old works on hawking,
hunting, and farriery, and a collection or two of poems and
songs of the reign of Elizabeth, which he studies out of
compliment to the squire; together with the Novelists'
Magazine, the Sporting Magazine, the Racing Calendar, a
volume or two of the Newgate Calendar, a book of peerage,
and another of heraldry.
 
His sporting dresses hang on pegs in a small closet; and
about the walls of his apartment are hooks to hold his
fishing-tackle, whips, spurs, and a favourite fowling-piece,
curiously wrought and inlaid, which he inherits from his
grandfather. He has also a couple of old single-keyed flutes,
and a fiddle, which he has repeatedly patched and mended
himself, affirming it to be a veritable Cremona: though I



have never heard him extract a single note from it that was
not enough to make one's blood run cold.
 
From this little nest his fiddle will often be heard, in the
stillness of mid-day, drowsily sawing some long-forgotten
tune; for he prides himself on having a choice collection of
good old English music, and will scarcely have anything to
do with modern composers. The time, however, at which his
musical powers are of most use is now and then of an
evening, when he plays for the children to dance in the
hall, and he passes among them and the servants for a
perfect Orpheus.
 

 
His chamber also bears evidence of his various avocations;
there are half copied sheets of music; designs for
needlework; sketches of landscapes, very indifferently
executed; a camera lucida; a magic lantern, for which he is
endeavouring to paint glasses; in a word, it is the cabinet of
a man of many accomplishments, who knows a little of
everything, and does nothing well.
 
After I had spent some time in his apartment admiring the
ingenuity of his small inventions, he took me about the
establishment, to visit the stables, dog-kennel, and other
dependencies, in which he appeared like a general visiting
the different quarters of his camp; as the squire leaves the
control of all these matters to him, when he is at the Hall.
He inquired into the state of the horses; examined their



feet; prescribed a drench for one, and bleeding for another;
and then took me to look at his own horse, on the merits of
which he dwelt with great prolixity, and which, I noticed,
had the best stall in the stable.
 
After this I was taken to a new toy of his and the squire's,
which he termed the falconry, where there were several
unhappy birds in durance, completing their education.
Among the number was a fine falcon, which Master Simon
had in especial training, and he told me that he would show
me, in a few days, some rare sport of the good old-
fashioned kind. In the course of our round, I noticed that
the grooms, gamekeeper, whippers-in, and other retainers,
seemed all to be on somewhat of a familiar footing with
Master Simon, and fond of having a joke with him, though
it was evident they had great deference for his opinion in
matters relating to their functions.
 

 
There was one exception, however, in a testy old huntsman,
as hot as a pepper-corn; a meagre, wiry old fellow, in a
threadbare velvet jockey-cap, and a pair of leather
breeches, that, from much wear, shone as though they had
been japanned. He was very contradictory and pragmatical,
and apt, as I thought, to differ from Master Simon now and
then out of mere captiousness. This was particularly the



case with respect to the treatment of the hawk, which the
old man seemed to have under his peculiar care, and,
according to Master Simon, was in a fair way to ruin; the
latter had a vast deal to say about casting, and imping, and
gleaming, and enseaming, and giving the hawk the rangle,
which I saw was all heathen Greek to old Christy; but he
maintained his point notwithstanding, and seemed to hold
all his technical lore in utter disrespect.
 

 
I was surprised at the good humour with which Master
Simon bore his contradictions, till he explained the matter
to me afterwards. Old Christy is the most ancient servant in
the place, having lived among dogs and horses the greater
part of a century, and been in the service of Mr.
Bracebridge's father. He knows the pedigree of every horse
on the place, and has bestrid the great-great-grandsires of
most of them. He can give a circumstantial detail of every
fox-hunt for the last sixty or seventy years, and has a
history of every stag's head about the house, and every
hunting trophy nailed to the door of the dog-kennel.
 



All the present race have grown up under his eye, and
humour him in his old age. He once attended the squire to
Oxford when he was a student there, and enlightened the
whole university with his hunting lore. All this is enough to
make the old man opinionated, since he finds, on all these
matters of first-rate importance, he knows more than the
rest of the world. Indeed, Master Simon had been his pupil,
and acknowledges that he derived his first knowledge in
hunting from the instructions of Christy; and I much
question whether the old man does not still look upon him
as rather a greenhorn.
 
On our return homewards, as we were crossing the lawn in
front of the house, we heard the porter's bell ring at the
lodge, and shortly afterwards, a kind of cavalcade advanced
slowly up the avenue. At sight of it my companion paused,
considered for a moment, and then, making a sudden
exclamation, hurried away to meet it. As it approached I
discovered a fair, fresh-looking elderly lady, dressed in an
old-fashioned riding-habit, with a broad-brimmed white
beaver hat, such as may be seen in Sir Joshua Reynolds'
paintings. She rode a sleek white pony, and was followed by
a footman in rich livery, mounted on an over-fed hunter. At
a little distance in the rear came an ancient cumbrous
chariot, drawn by two very corpulent horses, driven by as
corpulent a coachman, beside whom sat a page dressed in
a fanciful green livery. Inside of the chariot was a starched
prim personage, with a look somewhat between a lady's
companion and a lady's maid; and two pampered curs that
showed their ugly faces and barked out of each window.
 


